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To the memory of two spiritual giants always full of Black prophetic fire: 

David Walker and Harriet Tubman 



That man has a truly noble nature 
Who, without flinching, still can face 
Our common plight, tell the truth 
With an honest tongue, 

Admit the evil lot we’ve been given 

And the abject, impotent condition we’re in; 

Who shows himself great and full of grace 
Under pressure. . . . 

—GIACOMO LEOPARDI 


winds of change are blowing 

i know because of the revolutionaries and most of all the people — 
the wretched of this earth 
will be free 


—ERICKA HUGGINS 
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INTRODUCTION 

Why We Need to Talk About Black Prophetic Fire 


Are we witnessing the death of Black prophetic fire in our time? Are we 
experiencing the demise of the Black prophetic tradition in present-day 
America? Do the great prophetic figures and social movements no longer 
resonate in the depth of our souls? Have we forgotten how beautiful it is 
to be on fire for justice? These are some of the questions I wrestle with 
in this book. 

Since the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., it is clear that 
something has died in Black America. The last great efforts for Black 
collective triumph were inspired by the massive rebellions in response to 
Dr. King’s murder. Yet these gallant actions were met with increasing 
repression and clever strategies of co-optation by the powers that be. 
The fundamental shift from a we-consciousness to an I-consciousness 
reflected not only a growing sense of Black collective defeat but also a 
Black embrace of the seductive myth of individualism in American 
culture. Black people once put a premium on serving the community, 
lifting others, and finding joy in empowering others. Today, most Black 
people have succumbed to individualistic projects in pursuit of wealth, 
health, and status. Black people once had a strong prophetic tradition of 
lifting every voice. Today, most Black people engage in the petty 
practice of chasing dollars. American society is ruled by big money, and 
American culture is a way of life obsessed with money. This is true for 
capitalist societies and cultures around the world. The Black prophetic 



tradition—along with the prophetic traditions of other groups—is a 
strong counter-force to these tendencies of our times. Integrity cannot be 
reduced to cupidity, decency cannot be reduced to chicanery, and justice 
cannot be reduced to market price. The fundamental motivation for this 
book is to resurrect Black prophetic fire in our day—especially among 
the younger generation. I want to reinvigorate the Black prophetic 
tradition and to keep alive the memory of Black prophetic figures and 
movements. I consider the Black prophetic tradition one of the greatest 
treasures in the modern world. It has been the leaven in the American 
democratic loaf. Without the Black prophetic tradition, much of the best 
of America would be lost and some of the best of the modern world 
would be forgotten. 

All the great figures in this book courageously raised their voices in 
order to bear witness to people’s suffering. These Black prophetic figures 
are connected to collective efforts to overcome injustice and make the 
world a better place for everyone. Even as distinct individuals, they are 
driven by a we-consciousness that is concerned with the needs of others. 
More importantly, they are willing to renounce petty pleasures and 
accept awesome burdens. Tremendous sacrifice and painful loneliness sit 
at the center of who they are and what they do. Yet we are deeply 
indebted to who they were and what they did. 

Unfortunately, their mainstream reception is shaped according to the 
cultural icon of the self-made man or the individual charismatic leader. 
This is especially true for the male figures. This is not to say that they 
did not fulfill the function of leaders and speakers of their organizations. 
But I want to point out that any conception of the charismatic leader 
severed from social movements is false. I consider leaders and 
movements to be inseparable. There is no Frederick Douglass without 
the Abolitionist movement. There is no W. E. B. Du Bois without the 
Pan-Africanist, international workers’, and Black freedom movements. 
There is no Martin Luther King Jr. without the anti-imperialist, workers’, 
and civil rights movements. There is no Ella Baker without the anti-US- 
apartheid and Puerto Rican independence movements. There is no 
Malcolm X without the Black Nationalist and human rights movements. 
And there is no Ida B. Wells without the anti-US-terrorist and Black 
women’s movements. 

There is a gender difference in regard to men’s and women’s roles 



assigned in social movements. This shapes their reception in history 
books and in popular culture. Male figures are prominent on the basis of 
their highly visible positions. They often are chosen to represent the 
movement, usually due to their charismatic qualities. Yet despite the 
charisma of many women leaders, it is difficult for them to be chosen to 
represent the movement. They are often confined to untiring efforts in 
organizing the movement. As a consequence, even when women give 
speeches, even when they contribute to the political thinking of 
movements, their words are not taken as seriously as they ought to be. 
One of the aims of our dialogues about the Black prophetic tradition is to 
bear witness to the fiery prophetic spirit of Ida B. Wells by presenting 
examples of her fearless speech and action, and to bear witness to the 
deep democratic sensibilities of Ella Baker, who understood better than 
any of the others the fundamental role of movements in bringing about 
fundamental social change. 

This book becomes even more important in the age of Obama, precisely 
because the presence of a Black president in the White House 
complicates our understanding of the Black prophetic tradition. If high 
status in American society and white points of reference are the measure 
of the Black freedom movement, then this moment in Black history is the 
ultimate success. But if the suffering of Black people—especially Black 
poor and working people—is the ultimate measure of the Black freedom 
movement, then this moment in Black history is catastrophic—sadly 
continuous with the past. With the Black middle class losing nearly 60 
percent of its wealth, the Black working class devastated with stagnating 
wages and increasing prices, and the Black poor ravaged by massive 
unemployment, decrepit schools, indecent housing, and 
hyperincarceration in the new Jim Crow, the age of Obama looks bleak 
through the lens of the Black prophetic tradition. This prophetic 
viewpoint is not a personal attack on a Black president; rather it is a 
wholesale indictment of the system led by a complicitous Black 
president. 


The Black prophetic tradition highlights the crucial role of social 
movements in the United States and abroad. The Occupy Wall Street 


movement was a global response to the thirty-year class war from above, 
which pushed the middle class into the ranks of the working class and 
poor, and even further exacerbated the sufferings of working-class and 
poor people. The 2008 financial crisis, primarily caused by the systemic 
greed of unregulated Wall Street oligarchs and their bailout by the Wall 
Street-dominated US government, revealed the degree to which 
American society is ruled by big money. And the fact that not one Wall 
Street bank executive—despite massive criminality on Wall Street—has 
gone to jail, while any poor and, especially, Black person caught with 
crack goes straight to prison, shows just how unjust our justice system is. 
The realities of the power of big banks and corporations are hidden and 
concealed by a corporate media that specializes in generating weapons 
of mass distraction. This systemic concealment also holds for the 
military-industrial complex, be it the Pentagon or the CIA. Rarely are the 
death-dealing activities of both institutions made public to the American 
citizenry. And courageous whistle-blowers—such as Chelsea Manning, 
Julian Assange, John Kiriakou, and Edward Snowden—who reveal to the 
public the corrupt activities of the US government are severely punished. 
Even the recent discussions about drones dropping bombs on innocent 
civilians remain confined to American citizens. The thousands of non- 
American civilian victims—including hundreds of children—receive little 
or no attention in the corporate media. The Black prophetic tradition 
claims that the life of a precious baby in Pakistan, Yemen, Somalia, 
Haiti, Gaza, Tel Aviv, Lagos, Bogota, or anywhere else has the same 
value as a precious baby in the USA. 

The Black prophetic tradition accents the fightback of poor and 
working people, be it in the United States against big money, be it in the 
Middle East against Arab autocratic rule or Israeli occupation, be it 
against African authoritarian governments abetted by US forces or 
Chinese money, be it in Latin America against oligarchic regimes in 
collaboration with big banks and corporations, or be it in Europe against 
austerity measures that benefit big creditors and punish everyday 
people. In short, the Black prophetic tradition is local in content and 
international in character. 

The deep hope shot through this dialogue is that Black prophetic fire 
never dies, that the Black prophetic tradition forever flourishes, and that 
a new wave of young brothers and sisters of all colors see and feel that it 



is a beautiful thing to be on fire for justice and that there is no greater 
joy than inspiring and empowering others—especially the least of these, 
the precious and priceless wretched of the earth! 


—CW 


It was November 1999. On the occasion of the publication of The Cornel 
West Reader, Harvard’s African American studies department honored 
the author for his outstanding academic achievements, and it was 
announced that Cornel West would give a talk in Emerson Hall, the 
home of Harvard’s philosophy department, in Harvard Yard. I was on 
sabbatical doing research in the Harvard libraries, revising a book-length 
manuscript on the US reception of the German philosopher Arthur 
Schopenhauer. I decided to seize the opportunity to hear one of the stars 
of the widely praised “dream team” that Professor Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
had brought together. I had heard much about West, but I had read very 
little—and I was in for a great surprise. 

In his talk, West directed the audience’s attention to the life-size 
portraits of Harvard’s Golden Age of Philosophy, which adorn the walls 
of the lecture hall. They include, among others, William James and 
Josiah Royce, who figure prominently in West’s book about American 
pragmatism, The Evasion of American Philosophy. Then, to my 
amazement, West started to talk about Royce’s lifelong struggle with 
Schopenhauer’s profound pessimism. Royce, he explained, was 
convinced that one had to come to terms with this philosopher’s dark yet 
realistic view of the omnipresent suffering and sorrow in human life. 
But, West claimed, as much as Royce wrestled with Schopenhauer, he 
would not give in to Schopenhauer’s hopelessness but, rather, would 
resort to the only option to Schopenhauerian pessimism: a leap of faith. I 
couldn’t believe my ears! 

After the lecture I introduced myself to Cornel West and said that my 
work-in-progress was related to Schopenhauer (and to Royce, for that 
matter). He answered, “Well, I heard there is a woman in Germany who 
works on the reception of Schopenhauer in America.” “Yes,” I said, 
“that’s me.” “We have to talk,” he said. And since then we have been in 
conversation. 


By now I am, of course, aware of the fact that given Schopenhauer’s 
focus on human suffering and his great compassion with all living 
beings, Cornel West’s interest in his work does not come as a surprise. 
Nor does his attention to Royce because notwithstanding West’s 
unflinching acknowledgment of the deep sense of the tragic in human 
lives, he has remained what he calls a “prisoner of hope.” In fact, West’s 
strong affinity to these philosophers derives from the fact that the 
questions they raised have been fundamental to his own thinking and, 
moreover, to his understanding of American democracy. After all, as 
West confesses in the lecture “Pragmatism and the Tragic,” he believes, 
like Melville, that “a deep sense of evil in the tragic must inform the 
meaning and value of democracy.” 1 If, as West expounds in the same 
text, “a sense of the tragic is an attempt to keep alive some sense of 
possibility. Some sense of hope. Some sense of agency. Some sense of 
resistance in a moment of defeat and disillusionment and a moment of 
discouragement,” 2 then who is better qualified to understand this than 
Black people? After all, as West reminds us, Malcolm X’s definition of a 
“nigger” is “a victim of American democracy.” 3 

But in contrast to Schopenhauer, Royce, and Melville, Cornel West is 
an activist not just of the word but also of the deed. This is why the 
twentieth-century Marxist thinker Antonio Gramsci and his concept of 
the organic intellectual is a key figure in these dialogues on the Black 
prophetic tradition. As West has professed repeatedly, his own thinking 
and activism have been inspired by the Gramscian notion that 
intellectuals should be rooted in or closely tied to cultural groups or 
social organizations. Again, this is not surprising, for the practical 
counterpart to Gramsci’s theoretical concept is the long history of the 
Black struggle for freedom, in which the firm entrenchment of leaders in 
their group’s organizations has been a vital practice. 

My own contributions to our transatlantic dialogue have been very 
much shaped by the theory of the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. 
Black prophetic leaders are clear-sighted observers of the various kinds 
of violence Black people experience as a group and as individuals. 
Consequently, they tend to look at the evils of their day through a lens 
resembling a sociological view, which allows them to lay bare the power 
imbalances deeply ingrained in society. Yet they do so without ever 


losing sight of the concrete suffering of Black people. To understand 
their “logic of practice” (a term coined by Bourdieu that refers to the 
need to overcome the binary opposition of theory and practice) and, 
more generally, to reach a better understanding of the situation of Black 
people in America, I have found Bourdieu’s concepts immensely helpful. 
Bourdieu assumes that there is a correlation between the structures of 
the social world and the mental structures of agents, so that divisions in 
society—divisions that, for example, establish and reproduce power 
relations between the dominant and the dominated—correspond to the 
principles of vision and division individuals apply to them. In addition to 
an insight into the thoroughly relational character of the social world, 
which implies a refutation of the myth of individualism, Bourdieu also 
offers precise analyses of mechanisms of power. One of the core concepts 
of Bourdieu’s theory is the notion of symbolic violence. Being soft and 
inconspicuous, this type of symbolic force is an apt means to naturalize 
the social order and thus sustain its inherent inequalities. There is a 
striking passage in one of Bourdieu’s major books, Pascalian Meditations, 
in which he draws on a passage from James Baldwin’s essay “Down at 
the Cross” in The Fire Next Time in order to illustrate the subtle 
psychosocial mechanisms of symbolic violence and their function and 
consequences in the socialization of a Black child. According to 
Bourdieu, Baldwin’s description shows how Black parents unconsciously 
pass on the dominant vision and division of the social world, as well as 
their intense fear of that dominant power and the no-less-terrifying 
anxiety that their child will be harmed by transgressing the invisible 
boundaries. Baldwin writes: 

Long before the Negro child perceives this difference, and even longer before he understands 
it, he has begun to react to it, he has begun to be controlled by it. Every effort made by the 
child’s elders to prepare him for a fate from which they cannot protect him causes him 
secretly, in terror, to begin to await, without knowing that he is doing so, his mysterious 
and inexorable punishment. He must be “good” not only in order to please his parents and 
not only to avoid being punished by them; behind their authority stands another, nameless 
and impersonal, infinitely harder to please, and bottomlessly cruel. And this filters into the 
child’s consciousness through his parents’ tone of voice as he is being exhorted, punished, or 
loved; in the sudden, uncontrollable note of fear heard in his mother’s or his father’s voice 
when he has strayed beyond some particular boundary. He does not know what the 



boundary is, and he can get no explanation of it, which is frightening enough, but the fear 
he hears in the voices of his elders is more frightening still. 


Baldwin, himself a powerful prophetic voice in the Black literary 
tradition, addresses both the structural power imbalances and injustices 
of the social order, and the terror the dominant evoke in the dominated, 
who suffer from the violence exerted upon them be it physical or 
symbolic. 

And so do each of the great six prophetic figures we discuss in our 
dialogues. Obviously, they are all prophets of the past who battled 
against very specific ills of their day. But though these particular evils 
may have vanished—owing in part to the very battles the prophets 
fought and the sacrifices they made—the power differential and 
resulting inequalities are still deeply ingrained in the social order, 
although they exist under a different name. To give but one example, the 
symbolic violence of signs reading “whites only,” which once divided 
social space into privileged and unprivileged sites and erected 
boundaries that served the functions of excluding, denigrating, and 
controlling the dominated, today is exerted in the practice of racial 
profiling called “stop and frisk.” Thus, though we have to contextualize 
the historic figures we talk about so that we may appreciate their merits, 
as well as understand their shortcomings, we should also be aware of 
their exemplary natures, which enabled them to transcend the horizon of 
their times and become relevant to us today. 

Given that we touch upon current political events in these talks, we 
decided to print the conversations in the order they were recorded rather 
than in the chronological order of the historical figures we discuss. 

As outstanding intellectuals, all the Black prophetic figures in this book 
offer astute analyses of the mechanisms of power that help us discern 
these very mechanisms in the different shapes they take today. As 
organic intellectuals and activists, they reflect on problems of organizing 
and mobilizing that may provide useful insights for today’s freedom 
fights. And as prophets who compassionately and fearlessly face both the 
evils of our world and the powers that be, they inspire us to do the same. 

This is why we need to talk about Black prophetic fire! 


—ChB 



Frederick Douglass, c. 1850-1860 


CHAPTER ONE 

It’s a Beautiful Thing to Be on Fire 



FREDERICK DOUGLASS 


Our conversations on the Black prophetic tradition started in 2008 
during Barack Obama’s presidential campaign, when, on many 
occasions, the senator from Illinois would identify himself with Abraham 
Lincoln. And in his inauguration speech, in January 2009, President 
Obama strengthened the association with the sixteenth president by 
using the phrase “a new birth of freedom” from Lincoln’s Gettysburg 
Address as a theme. Which Lincoln did Obama have in mind? Did 
Obama acknowledge the role Frederick Douglass and the Abolitionist 
movement played in making Lincoln the great president we remember? 
And how could Douglass’s prophetic witness be carried into Obama’s 
presidency? 

The ascendancy of Barack Obama could easily dampen Black prophetic 
fire and thereby render critiques of the American system to be perceived 
as acts of Black disloyalty. Ironically, the incredible excitement of the 
Obama campaign could produce a new sleepwalking in Black America in 
the name of the Obama success. 

We recorded our dialogue on Frederick Douglass in the summer of 
2009. 

Christa Buschendorf: Undoubtedly, Frederick Douglass is a towering 
figure of nineteenth-century American history in general and 
African American history in particular. His extraordinary ascent 
from a slave to the much-admired orator and prominent activist in 
the Abolitionist movement and the women’s suffrage movement, 



best-selling author and successful editor of an influential newspaper, 
United States Marshal, Recorder of Deeds in Washington, and 
Minister to Haiti, has inspired innumerous African Americans. On 
the cover jacket of W. E. B. Du Bois’s autobiographical essay Dusk of 
Dawn there is a photograph showing Du Bois standing before a huge 
framed portrait of Douglass, which seems to be a strong statement 
regarding the impact of Douglass on Du Bois. What is your general 
assessment of Douglass’s influence on both African American and 
American culture at large? 

Cornel West: Frederick Douglass is a very complicated, complex man. I 
think that Douglass is, on the one hand, the towering Black freedom 
fighter of the nineteenth century; on the other hand, he is very 
much a child of his age, which is not to say that he does not have 
things to teach those of us in the twenty-first century, but he both 
transcends context and yet he is very much a part of his context at 
the same time. I think that’s part of the complexity in our initial 
perception of his influence on America, on Black America, on Du 
Bois and subsequent freedom fighters. 

ChB: What are the factors we should consider, when you call him a 
child of his age, and would you say that these factors contribute to 
reducing his status in a sense? 

CW: I think that his freedom fighting is very much tied to the ugly and 
vicious institution of white supremacist slavery. Those of us in the 
post-slavery era experienced Jim Crow and other forms of 
barbarism, but that’s still different from white supremacist slavery, 
and we learn from Douglass’s courage, his vision, his willingness to 
stand up, the unbelievable genius of his oratory and his language. 
And yet there is a sense in which with the ending of slavery, there 
was a certain ending of his high moment. He undoubtedly remained 
for thirty years a very important and towering figure, but for 
someone like myself, he peaks. It’s almost like Stevie Wonder, who 
peaks, you know, with Songs in the Key of Life, The Secret Life of 
Plants, despite his later great moments. There are moments when 
people peak, and that peak is just sublime; it’s an unbelievable peak. 



I don’t think any freedom fighter in America peaks in the way 
Douglass peaks. And that’s true even for Martin Luther King in a 
certain sense. And yet Douglass lives on another thirty years; that’s 
a long time. Martin peaked and was shot and killed. Malcolm 
peaked and was shot and killed. But what if Martin had died in 
1998 saying, “Well, what am I? Well, I’m a professor at Union 
Theological Seminary teaching Christian ethics.” There are different 
stages and phases of their lives. So it’s not a matter to reduce 
Douglass, but to contextualize him, to historicize him. And any time 
you historicize and contextualize, you pluralize; you see a variety of 
different moments, a variety of different voices. His voice in the 
1880s is very different than his voice on July 4, 1852, July 5, 1852. 

ChB: Yes, when he gave his famous speech “What to the Slave Is the 

Fourth of July?” 1 But while you love the militant Douglass—as did 
Angela Davis, for example, when she referred to him in the late 
1960s 2 —others seem to appreciate him for his later development, 
for his integrationist policies. And often Douglass the “race man” is 
juxtaposed to Douglass the “Republican party man.” Did he become 
too pragmatic a politician? Was he in his later years out of touch 
with the ongoing suffering of African Americans? Had he adopted a 
bourgeois mentality? Did his second marriage to Helen Pitts play a 
role in his development, as some critics claim? 

CW: I think that the old distinction between the freedom fighter against 
slavery early on and then the Republican Party man later on might 
be a bit crude, but it makes some sense, because Douglass in his 
second stage, the later stages of his life, certainly is significant and 
never entirely loses sight of trying to fight for the rights of Black 
people and, by extension, the rights of women and rights of others. 
But the relevance for us is that he is less international, he is less 
global in those later years. You see, when he spends time with the 
Chartist Movement in Britain in the late 1840s—when he is pushed 
out of the country twice, after publication of the first 
autobiography, and then following John Brown’s raid on Harper’s 
Ferry—he makes his connections in Europe, makes the connection 
between the planetizing, globalizing of the struggle for freedom; 


whereas in the later phase of his life, Douglass became such a 
nationalist and a patriot and so US centered. He is so tied in to the 
machinations of the Republican Party and willing to make vulgar 
compromises, and he is relatively silent against Jim Crow, and his 
refusal to speak out boldly, openly, publicly, courageously against 
barbarism in the South is troubling. 

ChB: But what about his speech against lynching? 3 

CW: Yes, but it was a somewhat isolated thing. For example, at the 
great Freedman’s Memorial ceremony in 1876, when they unveiled 
Lincoln’s grand statue, 4 Douglass hardly makes any reference to 
what was happening in the South at that time. He says Lincoln is the 
white man’s president, you are his children, Black people are his 
step-children, seemingly beginning with a critique. But the twenty 
thousand Black folk who were there waited for him to say 
something about the present: nothing, nothing. And then, you see, 
to allow himself to be used and manipulated by Rutherford B. 
Hayes, 5 so that at the final withdrawal of American troops he is 
right away appointed to the honorable position of US Marshal of the 
District of Columbia, as if that were a kind of symbolic exchange, 
you see. 

You say: “Oh Frederick, Frederick, oh my God! How could you 
allow that to take place, given who you are, given the tremendous 
respect that is so well earned that people have for you, especially 
Black people but all freedom-loving people, and the degree to which 
once you get caught in the machinations of any political party in the 
United States as a freedom fighter you are going to be asked to 
make tremendous concessions, compromises.” The shift from 
prudence to opportunism looms large. And I think you can see this 
also in terms of his role in the American imperial apparatus: as he 
became the minister to Haiti and so on. It’s just hard to be that kind 
of bold, free-thinking, free-speaking, freedom fighter we witness in 
the early Douglass when you are caught within the political system. 

ChB: I agree. Yet one might still consider that the conditions for fighting 
for the cause had changed so dramatically that he may have decided 


to try whatever he could to assist Black people rising within the 
power system. You said in a recent interview with Jeff Sharlet, one 
will not find you in the White House. 6 But that’s a decision, and 
once you make a different decision, you will have to compromise. 
Moreover, we have to historicize again, because there had not been 
any African American in such eminent political posts before. That in 
itself was highly significant and symbolic, just as today it is 
symbolic that Barack Obama is president. 

CW: That’s true. But you can also see the ways in which the political 
system could seize on the towering Black freedom fighter of the 
nineteenth century, absorb him, incorporate him, diffuse his fire, 
and make him a part of the establishment, so that the next 
generation that comes along would have memories of the fiery 
freedom fighter of the 1830s, 1840s, 1850s, and 1860s. But during 
those last thirty years he is an incorporated elite within a 
Republican Party, which itself is shot through with forms of white 
supremacy, not to mention male supremacy, and imperial 
sensibility. For example, what would a Frederick Douglass in the 
later part of his life have looked like and what legacy would he have 
left if he had sided with the populist movement, if he had sided with 
the working-class movement, multiracial, the way he sided with the 
multiracial women’s rights movement in Seneca Falls in 1848? It 
would have sent a whole different set of signs and signals, so that 
the mainstream would have had difficulties incorporating him. I 
remember reading Michael Lind’s book on the new American 
nationalism a few years ago, and the hero is Frederick Douglass. 7 He 
is a hero because he is a representative American; he has got a 
white father, a Black mother who dies when he is seven; he’s got 
Native American blood in his mother; he becomes the multicultural 
icon of America so that he can be incorporated in the latter part of 
the twentieth century as this patriot, nationalist, multicultural 
liberal. I mean, he is just tamed; he is defanged in terms of his real 
power and his buoyancy as a militant freedom fighter. And Michael 
Lind has grounds for that; Douglass provides grounds for that. Then, 
of course, when he marries sister Helen Pitts—he marries a white 
sister—all kinds of controversy break out as well. And part of it has 


to do with the way he manages that: he just tells the truth about his 
personal life—out of respect for the people who respected him. He 
wants some kind of rest and calm and serenity, too, a peaceful place 
in a luxurious mansion in Anacostia that last decade of his life. But I 
just wonder what kind of a multiple legacy he would have left if he 
hadn’t taken the Republican route. Even though, you know, people 
are who they are and not somebody else. 

ChB: And yet he is very much this heroic icon because people remember 
his first years. 

CW: There is nobody like him. I mean, I don’t know of any figure in 
American history whose language and oratory is so full of fire and 
electricity focusing on a particular form of injustice. I think 
Douglass stands alone in that regard. He really does. And he was 
somebody with no formal schooling at all, probably the most 
eloquent ex-slave in the history of the modern world. 

ChB: Owing to these extraordinary accomplishments, he has often been 
considered a self-made man. In fact, in 1859, he begins delivering 
his successful lecture “Self-Made Men” on a tour through the 
Midwest. 

CW: Now, his attempt to view himself as being a self-made man—a 
reference made famous by Henry Clay—I am also very critical of 
that, though. I don’t like this notion of being self-made. I love the 
degree to which he attempts to make himself in a context where he 
is dependent on others, but this notion of some isolated monad or 
some isolated autonomous entity feeds into the worst of American 
ideology. I prefer Melville’s notion of “mortal inter-indebtedness.” 8 

ChB: Yes, American individualism is such a central facet of the 
American mind. But what I admire in Douglass is that, on the other 
hand, in his autobiographies, he seems to be quite interested in the 
factors that both hindered him and furthered him, societal factors 
that shaped him. He talks a lot about the conditions under which he 
grew up and which made it harder or easier for him to become what 
he became, and in that respect he is almost like a sociologist, I 


think, because he analyzes the system. He is very perceptive when it 
comes to revealing the master-slave relationship and power 
structures and so on, and in that sense, I think he is still relevant for 
us, because those power structures are not yet overcome, after all, 
even if they were cruder then than they are now. But they still exist. 

CW: That’s true. Yet there are two sets of issues here for me. One is 
what you rightly note, which is Douglass’s sensitivity to the 
institutions and structures that serve as obstacles for his flowering 
as a person and, therefore, by extension the flowering of other 
persons. But the other side of this is, when you stress those 
institutions and structures but still view yourself as self-made, it can 
feed into the worst kind of individualism, even given the 
sociological analysis that is subtle. For example, you can hear 
Clarence Thomas talk about what he has overcome. So if he gave an 
analysis of Jim Crow, if he gave an analysis of institutional racism 
and discrimination, he would point out the fact that he overcame all 
of that, he is still a self-made man. There is a sensitivity to the 
sociological factors, but it is still him in and of himself who 
triumphs like Horatio Alger. For example, you notice Douglass never 
mentions his first wife, Anna, in terms of the crucial role she plays 
in his escape. She is the one who gave him money; she is the one 
who bought the hat and the clothes; she is the one who gave money 
to the chap who bore a resemblance to Douglass, who served as the 
person who bought the pass. Now, how are you going to omit that 
in your narrative if you are going to be true to the social character 
of who you are and consequently sensitive to the social structures 
and the institutions of society? 

There is a sense in which the Horatio Alger ideology can be 
sociologically astute and still ideologically backwards because of the 
self-made agent at its center. Douglass tends to feed into that 
ideology that we associate with Abe Lincoln and going back to 
Henry Clay all the way up to Clarence Thomas, and it’s a very 
blinding, obscuring, and obfuscating ideology that, for me, is quite 
dangerous. There is a sense in which, for me, piety is central. Piety 
is but a way of talking about the reverent attachment that we have 
to those in family, in social movements, in civic institutions, in 



various social networks who help make us who we are. So Douglass 
should be the first who would have to say he was made, in part, by 
the Abolitionist movement. There is no great Frederick Douglass 
without William Lloyd Garrison. But on the other hand, he helped 
make the movement. There is no great Abolitionist movement 
without Frederick Douglass, you see. There is no great Frederick 
Douglass without Wendell Phillips—Phillips and Garrison, of course, 
the two who wrote the dedicating narratives for the first 
autobiography. 9 But once you take this kind of socially infused 
notion of piety that I accent—and I spent a lot of time on this in my 
memoir 10 —then you recognize what goes into that self as a 
supposedly self-made person, and then you are also sensitive to the 
structures and institutions as well; then you get, it seems to me, a 
much fuller and truer treatment of who we are as persons, as 
individuals, socially mediated persons and individuals. So that, 
again, I don’t want to appear too obsessed with his limitations, but 
I’m very sensitive to his limitations given his iconic status. 

ChB: In contrast to you, though, historians have emphasized the self- 
made man concept. I have hardly come across any comments that 
stressed the interrelation between the individual Douglass and 
society, or that underlined Douglass’s own acknowledgments of 
what he owed to others. It is true, indeed, and it has been criticized 
often, that he hardly ever mentions the women who loved and 
supported him. Besides his first wife, Anna, and his second wife, 
Helen, there is, for example— 

CW: Julia Griffin and the German sister, Ottilie Assing. 

ChB: Right. But, nevertheless, he gives us many facts about his life 
recognizing circumstances where it is not due to him but to others 
that he can go forward. 

CW: Take his name itself, “Douglass,” from Sir Walter Scott’s “The Lady 
of the Lake,” from the chap in New Bedford whose name was 
Johnson. Remember, he says, “Too many Johnsons in town; it’s too 
many Johnsons in town.” He gives him a new name, “Douglas,” and 
Douglass adds an “s” because he remembers a street in Baltimore. 


That’s part of the inter-dependency; that’s part of the piety in terms 
of acknowledging that one is indebted to and dependent on others 
in shaping you, and it becomes a source of good in your life, and it 
becomes the very launching pad for you in terms of your future, the 
wind at your back in the present. So, you’re right that he notes 
those. But I don’t think he accents those. I think that’s one of the 
reasons why historians so easily assimilate him into this very 
narrow individualistic ideology, you see. And it could be that 
Douglass deliberately crafted himself in such a way that he would 
be acceptable to an American culture that tends to accent self-made 
men and later on maybe women, and that to me warrants criticism, 
you know, because it’s just not the truth of who we became over 
time. 

ChB: Yes, you are right. But as someone with a special interest in 
relational sociology, I am trying to pay attention to the analysis of 
the societal structures he provides, as well as to the contingent 
elements in his life. For example, when he is on the plantation of 
Master Lloyd, he happens to have frequent contact with the 
youngest son of Master Lloyd, Daniel, and in the first 
autobiography, he remarks only in passing that it was due to that 
contact that he learned standard English. Whereas in the first 
autobiography, he emphasizes that Master Daniel would protect him 
and divide his cakes with him, 11 and in My Bondage and My 
Freedom, he writes that Master Daniel “could not give his black 
playmates his company, without giving them his intelligence, as 
well, 12 it is only in Life and Times, the third autobiography, that he 
explains at length what to many Northerners was a mystery, 
namely, how he “happened to have so little of the slave accent in 
my speech.” 13 He acknowledged then that, owing to his 
companionship with Daniel, he had learned the dominant language 
and thus was able to turn into a successful orator immediately after 
he had fled the South, which I doubt he could have, if he had 
acquired only the Black vernacular. That’s just one example. 14 

CW: I like that. I think you are onto not just something, but you are 
onto a lot. There is probably a lot more buried in the text that has 


been overlooked because of the narrow lens of the ideology of self- 
made men that Douglass has so much contributed to. 

ChB: Douglass was highly critical of “the slaveholding religion of this 

land,” 15 repeatedly castigating the hypocrisy of Christian 
slaveholders. But one also wonders when reading his three 
autobiographies, how important religion was to his own worldview. 
It seems to me that he is very much a man of the Enlightenment. 

CW: You know, I just preached at the Mother Zion in Harlem on 138th 
Street. Its pastor, Gregory Robeson Smith, was a student of mine; he 
is the grandnephew of the great Paul Robeson. This is the church 
that Paul Robeson’s brother pastored for thirty years. Talking about 
the AME Zion Church tradition that produced Harriet Tubman, Paul 
Robeson, Frederick Douglass, and John Coltrane, I said, “My God, 
even as a Baptist, we don’t have anybody who was comparable to 
all four of them.” But it raises the question of the role of religion in 
the shaping of Frederick Douglass and whether, in fact, he was 
much more secular than one would think. I was on a committee for 
a dissertation at Union Theological Seminary thirty years ago. It was 
on Douglass and Feuerbach. Douglass fell in love with Ludwig 
Feuerbach. That was the first set of texts that you saw in his library, 
both in Rochester as well as in Anacostia in Washington, DC. It’s 
quite interesting. The first thing he wanted to do when he got to 
Britain was to meet Marian Evans, who was, of course, the great 
George Eliot, who translated The Essence of Christianity 16 and was 
also the great author of Middlemarch and other novels. She was 
obsessed with Feuerbach, too. She and Lewes, George Henry Lewes 
—a grand journalist—they were living together and really made a 
difference in the intellectual life of England and Europe. But the 
thesis was that even though Douglass did speak and preach in AME 
Zion Church, was deeply shaped by it and would say so quite 
publicly, that privately he was an agnostic, and that after reading 
Feuerbach he began to use Christian themes and motifs, narratives 
and stories, but did not have a cognitive commitment to the claims, 
and he could never really put this out in public, but he had a lot of 
private discussions, and so in that sense, one of the points you 


make, he seems much more a figure of the Enlightenment than he 
would be if he had remained tied to religious authority . 17 I didn’t 
introduce all of this in my Mother Zion sermon. AME Zion Church, 
they still have a right to claim him, you know. But of course, 
Coltrane was not a Christian either; he was ecumenical and spiritual 
and so forth, but he was shaped by the AME Zion Church. His 
grandfather was an AME Zion pastor, and Coltrane grew up in the 
parsonage there in Hamlet, as well as in High Point in North 
Carolina at the AME Zion Church. This issue of how secular was 
Frederick Douglass deserves further investigation. 

ChB: He seems to shift his position, but what to me is rather prominent 
are his references to humanism; as if he wanted to say, you don’t 
really need religion; it’s enough if you believe in human dignity, the 
right to freedom, and other values established by the 
Enlightenment. But as you said, he could not admit as much. He 
indicates it quite often, but he could not tell the public, “I’m a non¬ 
believer.” 

CW: Exactly. When he went to Great Britain, you know, one of the 
places he wanted to go was the birthplace of Robert Burns, because 
Burns meant so much to him , 18 and then from Burns, he goes on to 
say, “But my favorite of all favorites is the great Lord Byron.” 

ChB: Oh yes, and he quotes him on freedom . 19 

CW: Absolutely. And when you actually look closely at Byron, he really 
almost worships the imagination as he affirms the eclipse-of-God 
talk. Which is to say that there is a certain kind of secularization in 
such a Romantic poetic position, and I do think that Douglass was 
deeply influenced by Byron in that regard, freedom fighter first and 
foremost, and it’s about the imagination, it’s about transgression, it’s 
about transformation, and not God, and yet he couldn’t be explicit 
in the secular mode. I don’t think that this dissertation on Douglass 
and Feuerbach was ever published. I know the professor, his name is 
John Grayson, he teaches at Mount Holyoke . 20 But your question 
about Douglass being a child of the Enlightenment or even a child of 


secular Romantic thinking is a very important one. Because then the 
question becomes, well, in the Black intellectual tradition, what 
legacy does he leave regarding secular thinking? I think the most 
secular thinker the Black tradition has ever produced is Richard 
Wright, and it would be interesting to look at Richard Wright’s 
writings on Douglass. 

ChB: In his famous speech we mentioned before, “What to the Slave Is 
the Fourth of July?,” Douglass draws a distinct line between his 
white “fellow-citizens” and himself as someone “identified with the 
American bondman,” a disparity that culminates in his words: “This 
Fourth of July is yours, not mine ” 21 This statement is connected to 
the vital question of the possibility of African Americans to identify 
with the American nation. Even after Emancipation, the sense of 
belonging to the nation-state has been both a crucial and a 
controversial issue for African Americans. One answer is the idea of 
the brotherhood of men, humanity, as a community everybody 
belongs to and on the basis of which Black people admonish 
America, the nation, to come up to its promises . 22 You find this 
thought in many Black writers besides Douglass, for example, in Ida 
B. Wells’s or W. E. B. Du Bois’s autobiographies. What is your 
position on African American national identity? 

CW: If you have a notion of the potential nation, of a nation that has 
the potential and possibility of being free, equal, and just; treating 
other nations with respect; and multilateral in its foreign policies, 
then I find the idea of African American national identity in part 
desirable, that’s true. 

ChB: “In part” means what? 

CW: In part. It means that you are still a bit too tied to the most 
powerful ideology of modernity, which is nationalism. And I am so 
suspicious of nationalisms, be they potential or actual. If 
internationalism tied to the “wretched of the earth ” 23 had become 
much more powerful in the latter part of the nineteenth and the 
early twentieth centuries, the twentieth century would have been 


less barbaric, less fascistic, less chauvinistic, you see. And even these 
days, when globalism and internationalism are much more popular, 
more buzzwords, they tend to still be easily colonized by capitalism 
and a lot of other more mainstream ways of looking at the world. 

ChB: But isn’t the notion of humankind, humanity, the counternotion to 
what you are criticizing? Or what would you say? What is your 
solution if you want to avoid the nationalisms? 

CW: Well, for me, the three major counter-voices against the 
nationalisms, be they potential or actual, would be Marxism, radical 
democratic movements and views, or a prophetic religious view. So, 
in the Marxist tradition, you have at the center an internationalism 
and a globalism that are always tied to working-class movements 
and so on. That is one of the reasons why I resonate so deeply with 
that tradition. And the second, the radical democratic one, you’re 
still concerned with everyday people, no matter where they are, no 
matter what the national context, no matter what boundaries they 
find themselves in terms of land and space. And in terms of 
prophetic religion—but for me, especially, prophetic Christianity— 
you’ve got the symbol of a Cross, which is the catastrophic, the 
mutilated body of this particular Jew in the face of the Roman 
Empire, that is tied to a love, connected to a concern for the least of 
these, and every flag is subordinate to that Cross; every nationalism, 
every ideology, even, is subordinate to that Cross; and that Cross is 
nothing but the scandalous, the calamitous, the horrendous, the 
catastrophic in the human condition, which is suffering. And how 
do you transfigure that suffering into some voice, some vocation, 
some vision to empower the least of these (as in the twenty-fifth 
chapter of Matthew )? 24 So, for me, all three are intertwined; so the 
Marxism is indispensable, and the radical democracy is 
indispensable. 

ChB: But I wonder why you do not include the Enlightenment ideas of 
human brotherhood, of universalism. Is it because they are too 
optimistic in that the belief in progress comes with that particular 
historic movement of Enlightenment and the rationality that is also 


part of it, and that you would consider too one-sided? 

CW: Well, it depends on which particular figures. When you’re thinking 
of Voltaire’s Candide, you don’t get a deeper critique of optimism, 
Pangloss and so forth. It would also be true of Rameau’s Nephew, of 
Diderot. I think that the greatness of the European Enlightenment 
was precisely the shattering of the tribalism and clannishness, the 
nationalism, to turn instead to grand visions of justice, and I see that 
in Voltaire; I see it in Diderot; I see it in Kant, in his own very 
complicated conceptions of autonomy and rationality; I see it in 
Lessing . 25 

ChB: But what is your apprehension, why don’t you include it in your 
list—except if you claim that it is in Marx anyway? 

CW: Yeah, I think, Marx, for me, would be one of the grand fruits of the 
Enlightenment but also of a certain Romanticism. I don’t want to 
downplay Romantic thinkers; I think the Byrons and Shelleys are 
magnificent. Shelley died for Greek independence, but it was an 
independence of Greeks that was tied to the call for the 
independence of all peoples who are under forms of the yoke of 
oppression. So I don’t really want in any way to disparage the best 
of the Enlightenment or the best of Romanticism. Of course, I don’t 
know enough about the East, Islam. I’m sure they have great 
humanist traditions too. So, I’m with you on that. 

ChB: In an essay on Douglass, John Stauffer comments on Douglass as 
an intellectual as follows: 

Throughout the book, Douglass quotes or paraphrases famous white writers: 
Coleridge, Sir Walter Scott, Shakespeare, Lord Byron, Aristotle, Milton, Martin Luther, 
William Cowper, Longfellow, and Whittier; and there are at least thirty-five separate 
biblical references. These references reveal not only Douglass’s growing intellectual 
powers, they highlight his efforts to break down the color line. He anticipates W. E. B. 
Du Bois, who declared in The Souls of Black Folk (1903): “I sit with Shakespeare and 
he winces not.” Like Du Bois, the Douglass of My Bondage seeks to become a “co¬ 
worker in the kingdom of culture,” dwell above the veil of race, and merge his double 

self—a black man and an American—into a better and truer self. 25 


But there are others who would think of Douglass more as an 
activist than an intellectual. You have written on the predicaments 
of Black intellectuals. What kind of an intellectual was Douglass? 
You have propagated the Gramscian concept of the “organic 
intellectual .” 27 Would you call him one? 

CW: He is definitely an intellectual. He is not an academic, but he is 
certainly an intellectual. Douglass, I think, represents the height of 
modern eloquence, what Cicero and Quintilian call “wisdom 
speaking,” or a memorable and moving utterance that touches not 
just mind but also heart and soul, both to think and act, and I can’t 
think of someone who is able to do that and not be an intellectual in 
a certain sort. Absolutely. I think he is also an organic intellectual. 
He is an intellectual who was shaped by a movement, the 
Abolitionist movement, one of the greatest social movements in the 
history of America, maybe even of modern times, the nineteenth 
century certainly. To have someone who was molded, shaped, and 
formed in that movement—you can just see it over time, the 
intellectual exposure, the readings of a variety of different thinkers 
as he is trying to promote the cause of the movement, the cause of 
freedom and justice. I mean, it’s very rare that you have a kind of 
Gramscian-like organic intellectual who does not go to school, who 
learns how to read and write and think in a serious way in the 
context of a movement. That’s a rare thing, you know. It’s not even 
true for Marx himself. When he is writing his dissertation on “The 
Difference Between the Democritean and Epicurean Philosophy of 
Nature,” he’s not part of a movement at all, not as of yet. 

As to Douglass, one wonders whether he is reading William 
Cobbett, one of the great cultural social critics who was tied to 
working-class, populist concerns . 28 I don’t know if he’s reading 
Hazlitt . 29 I don’t know if he’s reading Ruskin . 30 Did he read William 
Morris ? 31 One wonders. We know he loved Carlyle. This is very 
interesting. Carlyle’s book On Heroes and Hero Worship meant a lot 
to Douglass, and the Carlyle between Sartor Resartus up unto maybe 
The French Revolution does have some very important things to say 
in terms of his critique of society. He later became much more 


conservative, and by the time we get to the pamphlet on niggers, 
Carlyle is really degenerated. 32 I’m telling you, sometimes it is best 
just to die early. 

ChB: Well, there is a link to Emerson, I would think, because Emerson 
liked Carlyle, too. 

CW: Absolutely, absolutely. Do we have evidence, though, of Douglass 
reading Emerson? 

ChB: Yes, yes. 

CW: Widely, though? 

ChB: Oh, I can’t tell you. For example, there is the idea of representative 
men, which James McCune Smith takes up in his introduction to the 
second autobiography. He explicitly alludes to Emerson’s 
Representative Men by claiming that Douglass himself is “a 
Representative American man—a type of his country men.” 33 I 
remember Douglass read English Traits, but that was later in his life, 
in 1886.34 

CW: I wonder how widely, how deeply. But I know that they were on 
platforms together for the celebration of British emancipation of 
slaves in the West Indies; I remember they are mentioned in the Gay 
Allen biography. 35 Historians make much of that, as my dear friend 
at Harvard, Lawrence Buell, who wrote that wonderful biography of 
Emerson, did. 36 You can see the overlap there with Douglass, but 
it’s not tight; it’s not close. Emerson wasn’t close to anybody, 
including his wife. But it would be interesting, if they had spent 
more time together. But, you know, this recent work 37 that you note 
between Douglass and Melville . . . 

ChB: Yes, it is quite fascinating to see how many scholars have 
considered comparing the two. 

CW: Well, I haven’t read the new collection; I know Sterling Stuckey 
and others had talked about the Black elements in, as well as Black 


influences on, Melville in Moby-Dick and other texts, but Douglass 
and Melville, wow, I’d be quite interested. 38 There is nobody like 
Melville in American literature, I’m telling you. There is this new 
book by William Spanos on Melville. That is powerful. On Melville’s 
critique of American imperialism. He’s got a Heideggerian reading, 
too, and a critique of the metaphysical tradition and the openness to 
concrete, lived experience not being subsumable under any kind of 
philosophical system. But William Spanos, my dear brother, he was 
a teacher of Edward Said at Mount Hermon, when Said was a prep 
school student, 39 and, you know, Spanos founded Boundary 2, the 
first postmodern journal. I was blessed to be on the board together 
with Paul Bove, Jonathan Arac, Donald Pease, and the others. But 
Spanos has got two huge volumes out on Melville, one just on Moby- 
Dick, and the recent one is on the later fiction. It is called Herman 
Melville and the American Calling, 40 and it is about Melville’s 
resistance to the American call for nationalist, chauvinist, 
exceptionalist discourse. It’s a fascinating read. But Melville is just 
so profound, and to juxtapose him with Douglass, who has his own 
kinds of profundities but is very, very different, is a complicated 
matter. 

ChB: One possible aspect of comparison would be their concepts of 
power, how they describe power relations, and I think in that 
respect they would be equal. 

CW: That’s interesting. 

ChB: Of course, the other reference would be their ways of being 
prophets. 

CW: Oh yes, that’s true. That’s very true. 

ChB: As you defined it, to be a prophet is not about predicting an 
outcome but rather to identify concrete evils, and both did . 41 

CW: Absolutely, in that sense both would be deeply prophetic. And yet, 
Douglass was such an activist, and Melville was hardly an activist at 
all, or not a political activist. You could say he was an activist in 


language, and, my God, identifying those concrete evils was a form 
of activism. I’m quite intrigued by how these folk are connecting 
Melville and Douglass. 

ChB: But to come back to the question of nationalism, there is another 
interesting recent study on Douglass, a chapter in a book by one of 
the editors of the collection of essays on Douglass and Melville, 
Robert Levine: Dislocating Race and Nation. 42 Levine investigates the 
critique of Douglass that you share as to his commitment to the 
nation in the later years, to American patriotism and so on. One of 
the issues usually mentioned in this context is the annexation of 
Santo Domingo, later known as the Dominican Republic. Douglass 
was involved in exploring the possibilities of an annexation, that is, 
he was a member of a government committee that went there and 
interviewed the people, and he is always criticized in that he 
seemed to encourage the annexation in dialogue with President 
Grant. Levine takes a close look at the contemporary debate and 
shows that those people, for example, Charles Sumner or Carl 
Schurz, who were against the annexation, were against it partly for 
the wrong reasons from Douglass’s point of view. 43 Their arguments 
based on climate theory were racist in fearing that annexation 
would add “tropical” Blacks, who allegedly were unfit for 
civilization to the US nation. According to them, certain regions of 
the earth were preserved for specific races and one should not mix 
them. 

So, their anti-imperialist arguments seem to be progressive, but 
they were racist as well. In contrast, Douglass argued for the 
annexation, granted that the Blacks of Santo Domingo would 
consent to it, and he believed they would. As you know, it never 
came about, but it was a very concrete plan at the time, and Levine 
tells a much more complex story than most historians who complain 
about Douglass, asking, “How could he ever be in favor of the 
annexation?” 

CW: Well, I think that even if Douglass had his own good reasons, if 
he’s acting as an agent of the US government, there is a good chance 
that the US government does not have the same reasons that he 


does. And in the end their reasons will prevail in terms of the effects 
and consequences of the policy. 

ChB: That’s right. But Levine goes into the papers of the president, and 
there is a “Memorandum” in his personal files, a list that he made 
for himself of “Reasons why San Domingo should be annexed to the 
United States.” 44 Well, what are his reasons? What are good reasons 
for the annexation? You’re right, they are economic reasons. 

CW: Absolutely. Resources. 

ChB: Exactly. But the interesting thing is that, in this list, there is also 
the issue of race and, for example, the reflection that it would be 
favorable in terms of fighting slavery that still existed in Brazil if the 
US were less dependent on Brazilian goods. 

CW: That’s interesting. No, that’s true. It’s very true, because we have 
to keep in mind that Douglass had encountered some very ugly 
racism within the Abolitionist movement himself, you know, 
reducing him from person to symbol and spectacle and “stay away 
from philosophy, you just give the facts,” as John Collins used to tell 
him all the time. 45 Now, it’s true, people like William White saved 
his life, so that there’s a white brother and a Harvard grad who 
really sacrificed himself to save Douglass’s life, and Douglass almost 
got killed in Pendleton, Indiana. 46 So he had some white comrades 
who he knew cared for him. But the racism within the Abolitionist 
movement was something he was quite sensitive to. And, therefore, 
you can understand how he would also be sensitive to some of the 
anti-imperialist arguments that were also racist. It’s true that those 
kinds of complications always need to be acknowledged, even 
though in the end, I would want to come down on the anti¬ 
imperialist side with good reasons rather than on the US 
government side with good reasons. See, Douglass situated himself 
historically on the wrong side. It reminds you of James Weldon 
Johnson in Nicaragua, who wrote The Autobiography of an Ex- 
Colored Man. 47 Remember, when he is in Central America—that’s 
where he writes that novel—he’s an agent of US imperialism. He’s 


pushing, supporting the companies down there, and then still 
reflecting on various forms of oppression in the metropole, in the US 
itself. So it’s interesting how you get those kinds of contradictions. 
But, I guess, we’re all shot through with contradictions. 

ChB: Let us talk about the significance of Douglass in this particular 
historical moment. In a recent interview with Tavis Smiley on 
Public Radio International, you talked about Douglass’s attempts to 
influence President Lincoln, trying to push him toward more 
forceful action with regard to Emancipation. Discussing the 
prospects of the Obama presidency, you suggested that we need a 
Douglass today as well, a Douglass who would put pressure on 
President Obama as to the recognition of today’s problems of 
African Americans—and, by extension, Americans of all colors who 
suffer from the effects of neoliberal politics. Obama refers to Lincoln 
and to Douglass. 

CW: Yeah, I think my dear brother Barack Obama has got the wrong 
Lincoln in mind. And Douglass could help him here. And I think by 
keeping track of Douglass, when Douglass called Lincoln a 
representative of American racism or when Wendell Phillips 
famously called Lincoln the “slave hound from Illinois,” you wonder 
what is going on here. You see what I mean. That’s not the Lincoln 
that people want to take seriously, but it is the Lincoln who is part 
of the historical record. So that when I say Obama has got the 
wrong Lincoln, you know, he thinks that is the Lincoln who is 
concerned with reaching out to rivals, especially on his Right. So 
you bring in people from the opposite political party or the 
opposing political group or constituency, and you don’t recognize 
that Lincoln was not only a child of his age but that one of his 
heroes was a slaveholder, Henry Clay, from Kentucky; his best 
friend is a slave-trader, Joshua Speed, with whom he sleeps in the 
same bed for four years, visits him over and over again. Lincoln has 
his own slave that Joshua Speed gives him when he goes and spends 
time with him in Kentucky. 

That is not to say that Lincoln didn’t hate slavery, but it is to say 
that he was quite complacent and willing to defer. He doesn’t 



oppose the Black Codes in the State of Illinois, where Black people 
had to pay money in order to enter the state. We know his history of 
voting for the slave trade in Washington, DC, in the House; we know 
of his strong support of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. That was 
really, one could say, the straw that broke the camel’s back for the 
Abolitionists. We know that in the first inaugural address he talked 
about supporting the first proposed Thirteenth Amendment, which 
was to make slavery permanent in the South as a concession to the 
South, the unamendable amendment. He said, “Yes, I will accept 
that.” And Douglass, of course, was ready to go to Haiti because of 
that. That’s one of the moments when he calls Lincoln the pro¬ 
slavery president. 

Most historians don’t deal with that Lincoln. They don’t want to 
deal with that Lincoln. Well, Obama needs to recognize that that is 
an integral part of the Lincoln that he is crazy about, and that the 
Lincoln Douglass calls pro-slavery goes on from that: he is the 
Lincoln of colonization; he supports not just either going to Liberia 
or Cow Island—where he provides the money and over three 
hundred Black folk die—or to Columbia, which is now Panama, the 
isthmus there; Lincoln supports colonization. The Lincoln that most 
of us really cherish is the Lincoln of just the last two and a half 
years of his life, and that’s because of the Abolitionist movement; 
it’s because of Harriet Beecher Stowe; it’s because of Wendell 
Phillips; it’s because of Charles Sumner, and Frederick Douglass at 
the top. So that you say to President Obama, “Now, wait a minute, 
you not only support the Republican ambassador to China, you got 
him in your Cabinet. You feel like you got your team of rivals in this 
little truncated, domesticated, tamed version of Lincoln.” You say, 
“No, there is no great Lincoln without the social movement,” and 
Barack Obama is very, very suspicious of social movement people. 
He is mesmerized by the establishment. He wants to reassure 
especially the financial establishment; he is mesmerized by Wall 
Street; he is seduced by these neoliberal economists, by the 
economists who have been rationalizing elite interests for the last 
fifteen or twenty years. And, you see, the great Lincoln was not 
mesmerized by these kinds of people; he really wasn’t. The great 
Lincoln would say: “Frederick, you got a point. Harriet, you are the 



one who got us into this mess. Sooner or later I’ve got to take you 
all seriously, you know. I’m not an Abolitionist, but I do hate 
slavery. I didn’t believe that we could overcome white supremacy 
and create a multiracial body politic until the last few days of my 
life, but I am influenced by the social movement.” And you say, 
“OK, but which social movements influence Barack Obama?” The 
green movement, that’s the one movement. I think, he is very good 
on green issues; he really is. 48 But when it comes to the Black 
freedom movement, he is trying to neutralize if not tame it, you see. 
He’s got a very, very ambivalent relation to it, he really does. 

ChB: And you think it is more than just strategy, because you might 
realize as an American politician, and especially as a president, that 
your means are limited, that if you go too far, especially too far to 
the left, that that’s the end of you. So how do you steer in-between? 

CW: I think, in the end, it’s fundamentally a question of style, and here, 
as Frantz Fanon used to say, style does help to define who you are 
and help to define your being. Barack Obama is someone who likes 
to be liked by everyone, and he likes to be able to create some kind 
of middle-ground synthesis that brings people together without 
really coming to terms with the deep conflicts. Here he could learn a 
lot from Douglass. He might quote Douglass all day and all night 
about power conceding and so forth, but Douglass understood the 
depth of it, that you don’t find truth in the middle of the road; you 
find truth beneath the superficial, mediocre, mainstream dialogue, 
and the truth is buried, is hidden beneath that, and when you 
connect with that truth, you have to take a stand. When you take a 
stand, you’re not going to be liked by everybody; people will try to 
crush you, people will try to lie on you, people will try to kill you. 
Now, Obama still gets assaults in the media all the time, but I think 
he really doesn’t want to be someone who just takes a principled 
stand and risk and is able to withstand all those bows and arrows. 
That’s not his personality. I would argue that the Black freedom 
movement has produced a lot of different styles and strategies, but 
the great figures in the Black freedom movement, like Douglass, 
know they can’t be liked by everybody. When you think of figures 


like Martin Luther King, Fannie Lou Hamer, Ella Baker, Malcolm X, 
that’s not the strand that Barack Obama is comfortable with at all. 

ChB: There is this great statement by Douglass you just alluded to from 
which Obama takes these famous lines: “Power concedes nothing 
without a demand. It never did and it never will.” 49 But in the same 
speech Douglass also says: “Those who profess to favor freedom and 
yet deprecate agitation are men who want crops without plowing of 
the ground; they want rain without thunder and lightning.” 

CW: That’s powerful. So Douglass understood. 

ChB: And he goes on to say, “Find out just what any people will quietly 
submit to and you have found out the exact measure of injustice and 
wrong which will be imposed upon them, and these will continue 
till they are resisted with either words or blows, or with both. The 
limits of tyrants are prescribed by the endurance of those whom 
they oppress.” If that’s not powerful. . . But Obama doesn’t quote it. 

CW: He didn’t go that far. No. Well, you see, some of those particular 
words are not part of the soul of Barack Obama. And, you know, 
everybody is who they are and not somebody else. 

ChB: But you could say that he wouldn’t be where he is if they hadn’t 
been who they were. 

CW: That’s right. Absolutely. He wouldn’t be head of the American 
empire as a Black man if he followed the fiery Douglass. That’s 
absolutely right. And that’s both the strength as well as the severe 
limitation of Barack Obama. 

ChB: And the system wouldn’t allow it either. 

CW: That’s exactly right. In fact, that’s probably the most important 
thing: the system that wouldn’t allow and concede his ascendency, 
which is still historic, and that’s the reason why I supported him. 
But we ought to be honest, the truth that led many of us to support 
him is the same truth that lead many of us to criticize him and the 
system, and I think that’s something that the early Douglass would 


understand, though, later, Douglass could be appropriated by 
Obama and would be very consistent. In a certain sense, he’s 
heading the very system that was appointing Douglass. 

ChB: Maybe one more thing. In his autobiography Douglass emphasizes 
the moment when he fights against the slave breaker Edward Covey, 
and he says one of the preconditions was that he was ready to give 
up his life. He refers back to Revolutionary times and that famous 
phrase “Give me liberty or death.” 50 So to be ready to give up your 
life for freedom is also a thought that Douglass cherishes, and it is 
like a red thread in his work, at least its first part. 

CW: A deep commitment. 

ChB: Yes, and I thought it was interesting because you refer to 
something like that yourself. 

CW: Absolutely. But this sense of giving up one’s life was the ultimate 
cause, but there’s also a penultimate cause in the life you live before 
you die, and that to me is just as important a question, you know. 
How do you use your time and your energy? And the time and 
energy that you have available to you before death puts an end to 
the whole thing, and there again you got this creative tension 
between truth and power and a commitment to telling the truth, 
bearing witness to the truth and yet easily being marginalized 
versus trying to gain access to political power, economic power, 
cultural power, and oftentimes easily being absorbed and 
incorporated, and how do you deal with that to and fro, moving 
back and forth. It is like the early Ralph Bunche, you know— 
Marxist, leftist, powerful critic of US capitalism—and the later 
Ralph Bunche, who is one of the Black bourgeoisie to the core, 
Nobel Peace Prize winner hanging out in the upper-middle-class 
circles in Black and white DC, caught up in the establishment. We 
see a similar shift in Douglass: Shakespeare Society on the fifteen- 
acre Cedar Hill that looks like the White House in Anacostia, all of 
the different teas there, having the very genteel dialogues about a 
variety of delicate subjects while Jim Crow is raining terror on 
Black folk. 


Did you see this new book called Slavery by Another Name? 51 It’s a 
hell of a text. The author is actually the Atlanta bureau chief of the 
Wall Street Journal, and he is a white Southern brother and his name 
is Blackmon. Fascinating ironies of life. But he is a kind of centrist 
guy who follows the white and Black members of the family of 
Green Cottenham in a book of about five hundred pages that won 
all these awards. I couldn’t put it down because this guy really 
concludes that Jim Crow was a form of slavery, a view confirmed by 
many Black and progressive scholars years ago, for instance, Leon 
Litwack’s book Trouble in Mind, which is still the best thing ever 
written on Jim Crow. 52 People were saying nothing has been 
written since Litwack—that’s not true—but this guy says something 
like, “This is slavery by another name, this is the most vicious form 
of terrorism I could conceive alongside slavery,” and he’s telling a 
story beginning in the latter part of the nineteenth century of the 
white and Black members of the Cottenham family, how their lives 
are intertwined. The Black members of the family get caught in this 
Jim Crow system, and it is quite ugly. The book focuses on the 
human dimension to it. It is not an analysis solely, but Blackmon is 
telling the archetypal story of what happened generation after 
generation. And you say to yourself, Douglass is dead in 1895, but 
by the 1870s, it is beginning to take shape, crystallizing in the 
1880s, legalized in the 1890s, and was in place until the 1960s, and 
you say, well, where is the voice of that early Douglass in the nation 
as Jim Crow is developing in the 1870s and ’80s? 

ChB: But even so, someone like Ida B. Wells speaks out for Douglass and 
acknowledges him in this respect. I don’t know whether she 
idealized him, but she takes him seriously as a fighter for the cause, 
even in the later years. 

CW: Yes, that’s true. And you couldn’t get a grander crusader for justice 
than Ida in the face of American terrorism as manifested in Jim 
Crow. 

ChB: And she was the person who convinced him that the reasons given 
for lynching were not the true ones. As you know, she studied the 


statistics and specific cases, and she told him, and that made him 
aware that he should not stick to the propaganda, and he changed 
his mind, and then he gave this speech, which you mentioned 
earlier. 

CW: I mean the last speech that he gave, “Lessons of the Hour,” 1894, 
that’s a great speech. A powerful speech, there’s no doubt about 
that. I remember when I first read it. He is looking back; it is almost 
a self-critique too. He is looking back saying, “Don’t be duped by 
this kind of false bread of freedom given to emancipated slaves. We 
got new challenges. America, you either have to come to terms with 
this or you are going under.” But what I think Ida B. Wells has in 
mind and what Du Bois has in mind—and you pointed out that on 
the cover of Du Bois’s Dusk of Dawn, 53 he is standing before a 
portrait of Douglass—is that it is inconceivable to be a freedom 
fighter in the United States and not have Frederick Douglass’s spirit 
as integral to what you are doing. That is part of the grand 
achievement of those twenty-three years. And that is just there. He 
could have gone off and played golf after Emancipation like William 
Lloyd Garrison and a lot of the others. For them it was over. 

ChB: And that is what, for a moment, he had thought about. Why not go 
to a farm and lead a quieter life? 54 Haven’t I done enough— 

CW: —Enough in one lifetime. You can understand that. Absolutely 
right. Even though you can’t ever conceive of Martin or Malcolm 
doing that in their later lives. You just get the impression that they 
were so on fire that they would have just burned till the end, no 
matter what, till sixty-five, seventy, and Du Bois was like that too. 
At ninety-five he is still on fire, you know. There’s no doubt about 
it. Very much so. It’s a beautiful thing to be on fire, though. It really 
is. 



W. E. B. Du Bois, 1918 



CHAPTER TWO 

The Black Flame 



W. E. B. DU BOIS 


With a Black president in the White House, the question arose as to what 
this meant for the Black prophetic tradition. Was it possible that Black 
people would mistake this symbolic achievement for a wholesale 
victory? Could it be that, overjoyed by the iconic recognition of 
Blackness, they would ignore—notwithstanding the undeniable effects of 
the financial crisis—the continuing or rather growing inequality between 
whites and Blacks, rich and poor in terms of decent income, housing, 
education, health care, jobs? In this situation, the incorruptible voices of 
the Black prophetic tradition needed to be heard. We decided to 
continue our dialogue, and W. E. B. Du Bois, as undeniably the most 
important Black intellectual of the twentieth century, was the obvious 
choice. We agreed to explore the more radical facets of his thinking and 
expose his uncompromising critique of the United States, which has 
often been considered too painful to become part of the American (or 
even African American) collective memory. The title of this chapter, 
“The Black Flame,” refers to Du Bois’s little-known trilogy of historical 
novels, which he wrote in the last decade of his life. 1 

Christa Buschendorf: Given W. E. B. Du Bois’s long and eminent career, 
his versatility and productivity, any assessment of his life work is a 
challenging, if not daunting, undertaking. It seems to be appropriate 
to start out by evoking some of the points you have made in your 
own writings on Du Bois. You have written extensively on Du Bois. 
In your study on American pragmatism, you characterized Du Bois 


as “the Jamesian organic intellectual,” 2 and in your essay “Black 
Strivings in a Twilight Civilization,” you called him “the towering 
black scholar of the twentieth century” 3 and “the brook of fire 
through which we all must pass in order to gain access to the 
intellectual and political weaponry needed to sustain the radical 
democratic tradition in our time.” 4 In addition, you put forth an 
extended critique of some of Du Bois’s basic tenets. 

Cornel West: Absolutely. Let me start off by saying that W. E. B. Du Bois, 
alongside John Dewey, is the towering public intellectual in the first 
half of the twentieth century in the American empire. And when 
looked at through the international lens, he is even more important 
than Dewey, because Du Bois understood the centrality of empire, 
and he understood the centrality of white supremacy and the 
shaping of the US empire in a way that John Dewey did not. And 
when we look fifty, a hundred, a hundred and fifty years from now, 
when the American Gibbon puts pen to paper to the “Decline and 
Fall of the American Empire,” 5 it will be Du Bois’s work that will be 
seen as most insightful, as opposed to Dewey or even William James 
or some of the other great figures that we know. And so in that 
sense we may not even be yet in a position to fully appreciate the 
breadth and the scope and the depth of W. E. B. Du Bois as a 
scholar, as a public intellectual, as well as an activist, as someone 
who offered an astute critique of capitalism and class hierarchy and 
understood the latter’s intimate relation to white supremacy and 
racial hierarchy. And so I think we are still very much in the early 
stages of the kind of appreciation of Du Bois’s contribution to our 
understanding, especially, of a post-American world or a world in 
which the American empire is no longer at the center. And in that 
regard, I think, we have to proceed very tentatively, provisionally, 
and yet also firmly to try to understand the variety of different 
dimensions and aspects of this towering genius. 

ChB: It’s interesting that it took him a while to get to the 
internationalization of the problem, as he mentions in his 
autobiography, Dusk of Dawn. 6 


CW: That’s true. I think it is the 1915 book The Negro where he really 
begins to understand the centrality of empire and again race in the 
US empire. 7 You can just see him beginning to become awakened, 
and any time he becomes awakened there are two fundamental 
consequences. One is the radical character of what he has now to 
say, and the second is the problem of how to come to terms with the 
marginal status of such a radical perspective. After all, most of 
America, and especially the American academy, is just not ready. 
They can’t assimilate, they can’t incorporate, they can’t render 
intelligible the radical message that Du Bois is putting forward. I 
think this is going to be true for a whole subsequent slew of figures, 
including myself. 

ChB: It certainly was true during Du Bois’s lifetime, when he was not 
recognized adequately in the academy, though he was one of the 
foremost sociologists of the time, a man who came up with a new 
method: interdisciplinary empirical studies. 8 If he had been a white 
man, this breakthrough would have been celebrated, and he 
complains that he was not even published, and that when his book 
on the Negro in Philadelphia came out, there were no reviews. 9 

CW: Yes, the 1899 classic Philadelphia Negro, it’s true. But I think that 
even if Du Bois had been white, his radical view would still have 
been very difficult for mainstream America and most difficult for 
the American academy to come to terms with. Being Black made it 
even more difficult. There is no doubt about that. So the response 
has been to domesticate Du Bois, sanitize and sterilize him, and to 
make him part of a kind of a domesticated view about Black 
Nationalism on the one hand and integrationism on the other hand. 
And of course, there was the issue of his dispute with Booker T. 
Washington, especially Washington’s reluctance to promote civil 
rights, voting rights, and liberal education for Blacks. And those are 
part and parcel of who he is, but they are just small slices of what 
his project was, and I think in the twenty-first century, it’s up to us 
to begin to see what he was actually about. How is it possible for 
this emerging cultural freedom—that comes out of an enslaved and 
Jim-Crowed people—to present a challenge to an imperial power 


with very deep roots in white supremacy, one driven by a capitalist 
project or driven by capitalist forces and tendencies? For Du Bois, 
this becomes the central problematic, and it very much is our 
problematic today. I think there is a sense in which W. E. B. Du Bois 
is the most relevant figure from the twentieth century for us in the 
twenty-first century, and we ignore him at our own peril. Very 
much so. And in that sense, you know, we all stand on his 
shoulders. When I had written fifteen years ago that he is the 
towering Black scholar of the twentieth century, there was no doubt 
about that, and I’m more convinced of that fifteen years later than I 
was then. 

ChB: You have just remarked that it is from the position of an outsider, 

or, as he himself calls it, a “group imprisonment within a group,” 10 
that he could analyze the empire, and actually, I think he is of the 
conviction that it is only from the margin that one can criticize 
society because of the distance one necessarily has from it. 11 One 
does not fully identify with it. So that though, in general, there is a 
great disadvantage in being at the margin, in this one respect there 
is an advantage in marginality, and I would think that you have that 
view on your own condition as well. 

CW: Yes, I think that’s true. Of course, you can be marginal and an 
outsider and still get it wrong. But in terms of those who are willing 
to tell some of the most painful truths about the emergence and 
sustenance of the American empire alongside the precious American 
democratic experiment within the American empire and the tension 
between those two, certainly being on the margins or an outsider is 
almost a precondition. I think he is right about that. The problem is 
when it comes to solidarity and its preconditions, which is to say the 
conditions under which collective insurgency can emerge, the 
conditions under which agency among the oppressed can emerge, 
oftentimes it becomes a rather depressing matter because, you see, 
it seems as if there is a relative impotence or relative powerlessness. 
The emergent agency is so often pacified, and folks suffer generation 
after generation with unjust treatment, unattended to, and then 
layers of suffering begin to mount, just like in the ninth thesis of 


Walter Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” that 
history of catastrophe, the piling of wreckage, generation after 
generation, all of those precious lives lost, wasted potential, 
witnessed generation after generation. 12 

One wonders how Du Bois, who lived ninety-five years, was able 
to witness that wreckage, see the US empire shipwrecked at the very 
moment when it viewed itself as victorious and sailing uncontested 
in the sunshine. You can imagine what a tearing of the soul that 
must have been for him. Of course, he began as a much more naive 
Enlightenment figure, naive Victorian figure, who was initially tied 
to empire and tied to the West in its contemporary incarnation. He 
never gives up on the West; he never gives up on the Enlightenment; 
he never gives up on the Greeks; so the legacy of Athens, the legacy 
of Jerusalem, the legacy of the Enlightenment mean much to him. 
But once he really discovers the Marxist critique of capitalism, once 
he discovers the variety of critiques of empire and weds it to his 
profound resistance and critique of white supremacy, he’s in a 
different space. I think he began to realize that after the lynching of 
Sam Hose. 

ChB: He acknowledges himself that he was naive and that he had to go 

through stages. 13 In the beginning, he thought you just have to 
teach people; you just have to tell them the truth, and they will 
accept it and they will change. But then he acknowledged that there 
was irrationality, that there was habit you have to cope with. 14 

CW: Absolutely, the cake of custom and the gravitas of habit. I think in 
a certain sense the early Du Bois had a naive conception of evil— 
evil as ignorance, evil as not knowing the facts—as opposed to the 
later Du Bois, who saw evil being tied to interest, evil being tied to 
power and privilege within various social structures that have to be 
contested politically, organizationally, collectively. And, you know, 
that Du Bois is the Du Bois that remains our Du Bois; he is a figure of 
our times. I mean, it’s amazing that it has taken American history 
fifty, seventy-five years to begin to catch up with Du Bois in terms 
of this problematic of the US empire that will decline as political 
system, will be broken as culture, will decay, if it does not come to 


terms with the kind of very deep democratic reforms and structural 
transformations required for that empire to revive and become 
something that’s worthy of affirmation. 

ChB: One of his ideas of how to try to accomplish that was that he 
believed in a special role for African Americans. He believed, maybe 
idealistically, naively—I wonder what you think about that?—that 
due to their tradition, due to roots in Africa and the communal spirit 
that he thought derived from that African culture and was in a way 
transposed to the New World, that African Americans could and 
actually should be a counterforce to American capitalism by forming 
communal and economic projects by deliberate separatism—a 
controversial word, of course. His ideas remind me of Malcolm X’s 
notions of how African Americans should create their own 
businesses and keep them separate so that whites would not be able 
to further exploit and profit from their labor, suggesting that anti¬ 
capitalist forces might be based on the African American 
community, something not often taken up, I think. 

CW: Yes, I’ve never been convinced of that aspect of Du Bois or 
Malcolm in that regard. It seems to me that these Black businessmen 
and -women tended to be just as deferential to capitalist forces and 
just as ready to embrace the market forces on the capitalist 
conditions as anybody else. 

ChB: But maybe there is a difference between Malcolm X and Du Bois in 
that the latter really means no compliance with the capitalist system 
but introducing a communist—Du Bois didn’t call it that—but a 
communist way of doing business, without profit; you know, 
oriented toward the community and its needs without giving in to 
capitalism. 15 

CW: Yes, at the normative level I can see Du Bois putting that forward. 
It reminds me in some ways of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad, 
whose economic cooperatives were going to be different than the 
competitive capitalist models. And yet, when you actually look at 
the practice of Black businessmen and -women, some of whom may 
have partly even been influenced by Du Bois—very few probably, 


but those few who are—they still find themselves caught within the 
ravages of the capitalist market. And therefore, at the aspirational 
utopian level it may make sense, but it’s just hard to see how that’s 
translated on the ground. I do think that one of the most important 
texts Du Bois ever wrote is The Gift of Black Folk [1924]. It’s a 
classic that tends to be overlooked and underappreciated like so 
much of Du Bois’s magisterial corpus, and there, I think, he is on to 
something. He talks about the gift of Black folk to America and the 
world as being a reconstruction of the notion of democracy looked 
at from the vantage point of enslaved or Jim Crowed people, or a 
reconstruction of the notion of freedom from that vantage, and then 
a cultural gift as well, in song and story and tradition and art. Each 
one of those contributions is quite powerful, and they certainly 
constitute counter-hegemonic forces in making American capitalist 
democracy a more fully inclusive capitalist democracy; there is no 
doubt about that. The question is how these gifts did become 
counter-hegemonic in a more radical way, you see. 

Now one of the things that has always fascinated me about Du 
Bois—and I have been quite insistent in my critique of Du Bois—is 
that when it comes to popular culture, he was in love with the 
“sorrow songs,” to use his wonderful phrase in the last chapter of 
The Souls of Black Folk. He was in love with the spirituals. But I’ve 
never been convinced that he had an appreciation, let alone a deep 
comprehension, of the blues and jazz. We know he was very, very 
suspicious of blues and jazz; he distanced himself from them. And 
yet, for me, they constitute crucial, indispensable counter- 
hegemonic forces in terms of keeping alive ideals of humanity, 
ideals of equality, ideals of humility, ideals of resistance and 
endurance in the face of the catastrophe that the US empire has 
always been for the masses of Black people, be it slavery, Jim Crow, 
or be it the new hyper-ghetto that our dear brother Loi'c Wacquant 
has written about better than anybody else, 16 or the hyper¬ 
incarceration that has targeted poor people, specifically Black men. 
When you look at the forms of agency of those particular brothers 
and sisters, the music has been central, and it’s not spirituals for the 
most part, because they are unchurched, most of them; most of 
them are un-mosqued and un-synagogued; they don’t have any ties 


to religious institutions at all. So it’s fascinating to me that there is 
still a certain relic of cultural elitism in the radical democratic, anti¬ 
capitalist, anti-imperialist project of Du Bois, and this creates a 
tension for me. 

ChB: The reason I see for why he was so distanced from that part of the 
African American tradition is that he was so much afraid of 
hedonism, of entertainment as something that is just distraction, 
part of capitalist consumer culture, distracting people from what 
they should try to become, and he probably didn’t see the serious 
contribution to cultural work that jazz and blues ultimately makes. 

CW: I think that’s a very good point. There is an irony here, because 
you know the great August Wilson used to say that Black people 
authorize reality by performance, that performance in a communal 
context, where call and response is central, creates a form of agency, 
creates a form of self-confidence and self-respect that are 
preconditions for the creation of new realities. You see that in 
churches in the past under slavery. We’ve seen it in communal 
artistic practices under Jim Crow, and we see it today in hip-hop. 
They are not revolutionary forces, but they do constitute spaces, 
spaces that are very rare, because most of the spaces in the US 
empire are already colonized. But to have certain spaces by means 
of performance can provide a view of a different sense of who you 
are: You’re human as opposed to subhuman. You’re human as 
opposed to being a commodity. You’re human as opposed to being 
an object. You’re human as opposed to being an entity to be 
manipulated. And that’s, again, the profound role of Black music, 
especially within those communal contexts. I’m not sure Du Bois 
understood that because of his fear of hedonism and cheap 
entertainment and the stereotype of Black people as, you know, 
born singing, born dancing, born moving, and so forth and so on. 

ChB: And another point might be his own upbringing. He was from New 
England, and it’s really funny to read his account when he first 
came to the South and was overwhelmed by how his people—and 
he calls them “his people”—behaved. But he is completely alien to 



their traditions, for example, in church . 17 It was difficult for him. 
This reticent gentleman, he had problems; he embraced the culture, 
but it never became part of his own habitus . 18 

CW: Absolutely. One of the great ironies of W. E. B. Du Bois is that he 
is the greatest—and will probably always be the greatest—Black 
intellectual ever to emerge out of the US empire, and the 
problematic that he ended up wrestling with about the US empire— 
the centrality of race and class and gender, but especially the 
capitalist core—needs to be hit head-on. But he was not the spiritual 
extension or the spiritual property of the very people that he was 
willing to give his all for, the very people he was willing to live and 
die for. Billie Holiday would have scared him to death; James 
Brown would have sent him into conniptions; and he just would not 
have been able to fully embrace brothers George Clinton and Bootsy 
Collins. And the Funkadelics would have generated a heart attack. If 
he had shown up at a Parliament-Funkadelic concert, with Garry in 
diapers and brother George and all his colors, Du Bois would have 
gone crazy. Or if he had listened to a Reverend C. L. Franklin 
sermon when the whooping began, he would have been ashamed, 
you see. You would want to say, “Du Bois, this is the spiritual genius 
and part of the very people you’re talking about.” And yet at the 
same time we know that there could be no Franklin, there could be 
no Clinton, there could be no Funkadelics without the genius of W. 
E. B. Du Bois, because he has given his all, his intellectual 
wherewithal, his political activism, his time, his energy to affirm the 
humanity of the Clintons and the James Browns and the C. L. 
Franklins and the Jasper Williams and Manuel Scotts and all of the 
great cultural geniuses, the Cecil Taylors, and so forth. So that’s a 
fascinating irony. 

One of the things that I have been able to really both revel in and 
benefit from—and you see it probably more in Democracy Matters 
than in anything else 19 —is trying to unite this radical intellectual 
legacy of Du Bois that hits the issue of empire and white supremacy 
with the popular cultural expressions of genius and talent—be it in 
music, be it in dance, be it among the younger generation or older 
generation—so that you actually have a kind of an interplay 


between, on the one hand, Du Bois’s radically and militancy when 
it comes to politics and economics, empire and race, and, on the 
other hand, the antiphonal forms of call and response, the 
syncopation, the rhythm, the rhyme, the tempo, the tone that you 
get in the best of Black cultural forms that are requisite for 
sustaining Black dignity and sanity, sustaining Black people as a 
whole. 

ChB: He was so afraid of “uncivilized” behavior, he would probably 
have taken much of what you are talking about to be just that. And 
his concern with education—and maybe we could talk about his 
idea of the Talented Tenth—was quite different from any attempts 
at grassroots political socialization or education in general. 

CW: Absolutely. Of course, Du Bois should consider Louis Armstrong, 
Ma Rainey, or Bessie Smith part of the Talented Tenth, you see. 
Bootsy Collins, George Clinton, Aretha Franklin, they are certainly 
part of the Talented Tenth. Stevie Wonder is part of the Talented 
Tenth, but given Du Bois’s elitist conception of education, they 
would be considered mere entertainers. So I do resonate with his 
need for a conception of education that has to do with awakening 
from sleepwalking, with wrestling with reality to transform it so 
that that illuminates and liberates. I do resonate with that. But 
because of his conception of who would be candidates for that, it 
seems to be still too narrow for me. The irony is that for Du Bois, 
the nonliterate or illiterate slaves who created the spirituals would 
probably be candidates for the Talented Tenth, because when we 
look closely at his readings of their products, their songs, their 
expressions, he sees their genius. He really does! 

ChB: In the expression of suffering. 

CW: Yes, yes. 

ChB: It is here that his empathy shows. There is a piece, a conversation 
Du Bois has with a white person, I think, who does not understand 
what Jim Crow is like, even in 1920. 20 And he explains it in terms 
of his own daily experience and how humiliating it can be. This is 


his way of expressing the suffering of the people under oppression. 

CW: Very much so. You could be alluding to what I consider to be one 
of the most powerful essays that he wrote—and he wrote so many 
powerful essays and texts—but “The Souls of White Folk” is 
probably the most militant, radical, illuminating, and counter- 
hegemonic text that we have. 21 I know it was a favorite of the great 
John Henrik Clarke, who was a great Pan-Africanist and who 
viewed Du Bois as one of his precursors, but again fascinating that 
John Henrik Clarke viewed Du Bois as a precursor in the same way 
that William Julius Wilson, concerned about class but more about 
integration, would view Du Bois as a precursor. In the same way, an 
NAACP liberal integrationist would view Du Bois as a precursor, so 
that Du Bois is rich enough and his work polyvalent enough, subject 
to multiple interpretations enough, that he ends up with all of these 
different progeny. But that essay, “Souls of White Folk,” is a 
devastating thing. I remember the first time I read this, I said, “Oh 
my God, this is a Du Bois we don’t really get a chance to look at too 
closely.” He writes: 

It is curious to see America, the United States, looking on herself, first, as a sort of 
natural peacemaker, then as a moral protagonist in this terrible time. No nation is less 
fitted for this role. For two or more centuries America has marched proudly in the 
van of human hatred,—making bonfires of human flesh and laughing at them 
hideously, and making the insulting of millions more than a matter of dislike,—rather 
a great religion, a world-war cry: Up white, down black; to your tents, O white folk, 

and world war with black and parti-colored mongrel beasts ! 22 

That’s just one moment. 

ChB: There is yet another one, where there is the perspective of the 
daily life of Blacks and their suffering from discrimination, etc. He 
exposes that in a dialogue that is really powerful. Which brings me 
to another point, namely, that within the limits of his concept of 
culture, he, in principle, would have agreed with you that it is not 
enough to explain something scientifically but that one should also 
try to express it by other means, in different styles. This is what he 
did in his work, be it in his novels or in his very early essays in The 


Souls of Black Folk, where he combined scientific essayistic writing 
with the poetic. And the reason for this was really that he wanted to 
reach out. He knew he could not reach people otherwise, though 
one would doubt that he could reach them today with his at times 
lyrical Suada [German for “harangue”]. 

CW: No, but there would be other artists who would appropriate his 
work and make it more popular, because they could see the genius 
at the center of it. One of the things that makes me smile is Du Bois 
putting on these pageants, these plays, you know, thousands of 
Black people, trying to get them to see the greatness of African 
civilization, hundreds of actors and so forth. I mean, that’s popular 
culture at its core, and it’s, again, his attempt to reach out. I love his 
passion to communicate by any means relative to what he thinks are 
going to be the most effective means. 23 

ChB: True, and also, as to media, in his time he was avant-garde as an 
editor of the Crisis. This is what he could do as an activist. 

CW: Absolutely. That was popular. Any of us who try to expand the 
public spheres into film and music and books and magazines and 
some of television and, of course, radio—I think we’re building on 
Du Bois, even if we have slightly different conceptions of culture. I 
think that in an interesting kind of way, Du Bois was an 
indisputable radical democrat in his ideology—though I’m not so 
sure he was an indisputable radical democrat in his temperament, in 
his personality. I think he was shaped at a time when his 
temperament and personality were much more rooted in a kind of 
elitist formation essentially, and yet he never allowed that to 
impede or obstruct his sensitivities and his inclusivity when it came 
to the suffering of other people. That is part of his greatness to me, 
even though I tend to accent a much more radical democratic 
temperament, personality, and way of being in the world. 

ChB: Again, he saw the problem himself. He revised the concept of the 
Talented Tenth, because he wondered about it. He again admitted 
that he had been naive, idealistic, because what he had counted on 
was character, and he had become aware of the fact that you could 


not count on that. So when he revised his concept of the Talented 
Tenth, he was contemplating how to actually realize his concepts 
and how to solve the problem of organization. 24 And this essay 
shows to me that there was a certain helplessness on his part, but 
then, aren’t we all at a loss when it comes to organization? It is so 
difficult a task. 

CW: Oh absolutely. Yes, I think it’s true. And I do think that at the 
center of his conception of the Talented Tenth was an ethos of 
service to the poor, service to those who have been left behind, as it 
were, or in the religious sense, service to the least of these—echoes 
of the twenty-fifth chapter of Matthew—and I like that core very 
much. It’s just that early on in 1903, when he put forward that 
notion, it was deeply bourgeois and elitist. In the 1940s, when he 
revised it, he had been radicalized by Marxism; he had been 
radicalized by the Communist movement. And so he knew that that 
ethos of service had to be now cast in such a way that the class 
elitism of 1903 had to be rejected, and also the sexist elitism. 

ChB: He was a nineteenth-century person in that regard, but he moved 
forward. 

CW: Yes, he had come a long way from where he was in the early part 
of the twentieth century. Of course, you are absolutely right, “The 
Damnation of Women” from Darkwater is a good example. I was 
blessed to take courses with his second wife, Shirley Graham Du 
Bois. She was an intellectual powerhouse. She was on fire for justice 
and would not put up with any kind of patriarchal mess from 
anybody. She taught at Harvard in the early 1970s. She was 
something, and she had wonderful memories and reminiscences of 
her husband. 25 

ChB: And Du Bois then writes in Darkwater about servants, female 
servants. 

CW: Yes, yes. Absolutely. “The Servant in the House”; that’s powerful. 

ChB: What I appreciate is his self-reflexivity on his own development, 


his self-criticism. It is very honest. 

CW: Yes. You wonder, though, whether the major reception of Du 
Bois’s corpus will be providing the launching pad for that American 
Gibbon I was talking about, i.e., a turning away from Du Bois’s 
challenge and the escalation of the refusal of the deliberate 
ignorance, the willful evasion of the realities Du Bois was talking 
about at the level of empire and white supremacy that will 
constitute the downfall of the American project. America slowly but 
surely moves toward a second-world, maybe even a third-world 
status, with ruins and relics of its great democratic past being 
completely trampled by the kind of neoliberal obsession with 
unregulated markets and indifference toward the poor and 
polarizing politics of scapegoating the most vulnerable. And Du 
Bois’s magisterial corpus sits there and says: “You should have 
listened. I’ve spent my whole life trying to get you to listen, to wake 
up, to heed the challenge that I was talking about because I was 
concerned both about you but first and foremost about my people 
that you’ve been trampling.” And there is a very, very good chance 
that that’s where we are headed. The irony would be that the 
indisputable relevance of Du Bois was not heeded: we didn’t listen; 
we didn’t take him seriously. Shame on you, America! Shame on 
you, the American academy! Shame on you, the American 
intelligentsia, that your narrow individualism, your truncated 
rapacious marketeering, your deep dedication to paradigms and 
frameworks that are too truncated to come to terms with the 
realities that were undermining your democratic experiment have 
led to the need for the American Gibbon. That’s very much where 
we are right now. 

ChB: Yes, but it is really a question of bringing the more radical Du Bois 
to the fore. Before I had read more of Du Bois, I used to focus on 
The Souls of Black Folk. That is not to say that this is not a great 
work, with all the metaphors that have shaped academic discussions 
such as “the veil” and “double-consciousness.” But I am also deeply 
impressed, in Dusk of Dawn, by his metaphor of the cave, which is 
describing the same caste system 26 but in much more radical terms; 


or rather, it’s darker, more pessimistic, and you hardly ever see it 
referenced. He plays on Plato’s cave, I think. 

CW: Absolutely. Straight out of Republic. No, it is darker here. It is 
darker here. He writes: 

No matter how successful the outside advocacy is, it remains impotent and 
unsuccessful until it actually succeeds in freeing and making articulate the submerged 
caste. [. . .] This was the race concept which has dominated my life, and the history 

of which I have attempted to make the leading theme of this book. 27 

And yet he is one of those who emerges out of the provincialism, 
he shatters the narrowness and becomes the grand cosmopolitan 
and internationalist that we know him to be. I mean, that’s one of 
the reasons why in my own classes I assign Souls of Black Folk, but I 
also have students read Reconstruction, the 1935 classic, especially 
the more literary, more metaphoric sections of that text alongside 
the analytical sections, 28 because by 1935, he has become someone 
wrestling with the legacies of Marx and Freud, wrestling with 
Lenin’s conception of imperialism based on Hobson 29 and others, 
and that is a different Du Bois. I mean, there are continuities, but it 
is a very different Du Bois. 

ChB: When I was thinking about the issues we would be talking about, I 
thought your perspective might be that, in the end, he is just too 
dark. Where is the hope that you would insist on? But in contrast, 
one of your points of criticism in The Future of the Race is that you 
think he partakes in American optimism. 30 So you probably meant a 
different phase. But what do you think about Du Bois’s optimism or 
pessimism? 

CW: Remember, when he was on the boat and he looks back he says: 
“The Negro cannot win in America. I must go international, got to 
go to Ghana,” linked to China, the Soviet Union, and so forth. 31 I’d 
have to rethink what I had in mind when I talked about American 
optimism. That was certainly part of his earlier phase. I think the 
later phase is closer to the darkness that I was talking about. One of 
the things that has always disturbed me about the great Du Bois is 


that I’ve never encountered in his grand works a substantive 
wrestling with Chekhov, or I would even say with Russian literary 
tradition as a whole: Tolstoy, Gogol, Leskov, Turgenev, 
Dostoyevsky, and we could go on and on. 32 And I believe that 
would have shattered any cheap optimism or any American 
optimism that informs earlier stages of his work. I’m just amazed 
that there is no wrestling with Kafka; there is no wrestling with 
even Beckett in the 1950s, from a radical democratic point of view. 
I want him to hold on to his militancy and radicality in terms of the 
talk about empire and white supremacy. But I think there is a 
connection between him running from the blues and him running 
from Chekhov and running from the Russian literary tradition and 
running from Kafka and from Beckett. And yet he has his own kind 
of darkness at which he arrives on his own. 

ChB: By way of analysis, on the basis of his sociological training. 

CW: Yes, exactly. When he looks at the structural and institutional 
forces in play vis-a-vis poor and working people, and those Frantz 
Fanon called “the wretched of the earth,” 33 I think of the Chekhovs 
and the blues sitting there waiting for him. And yet he arrives on his 
own, so in that sense I’d have to revise my critique if I was implying 
that American optimism actually held through all of the phases of 
his thinking as opposed to just the earlier phases. 

ChB: I wonder what he read in terms of literature, since, he quotes in 
Souls of Black Folk — 

CW: —A lot of Shakespeare, Balzac. 

ChB: Yes. His famous quote: “I sit with Shakespeare and he winces 
not. ”34 

CW: Oh, we know his favorite was Goethe. That’s one of the things that 
I hit him hard on, you see. 35 

ChB: Well, after all, he had spent some time in Germany. 36 


CW: Yes, he was deeply shaped by the German conception of Bildung, 
and at that time—and understandably so—the major stellar figures 
were Goethe and Schiller, who actually mean much to me, too. 

ChB: It’s the idea of humanism, I think, that shapes him. 

CW: Yes, absolutely. Yet you don’t get a serious wrestling with 
modernist texts at all in his work. There’s little Joyce, there’s little 
Proust, there’s little Kafka. 

ChB: What I wonder is, did he really not read any of them, or did he 
choose not to comment on them because they were alien to his 
thinking? 

CW: It’s a good question. My hunch is that he was certainly aware of 
them. He was too cosmopolitan and intellectual not to know that 
Joyce, Eliot, Pound, Proust, Kafka, and Mandelstam and others were 
around. He may have read Hermann Broch’s The Death of Virgil 
[1945] in German, but we have very little evidence for this, and it 
would be the same in terms of modernist movements and in Afro- 
American life. What did he think of Charlie Parker? Was he moved 
by the pianistic genius of Art Tatum? I would like to know. 

ChB: And what about Richard Wright and writers of his time? 

CW: I think he did read Wright. I recall reading a review of Richard 
Wright, especially given the Communist overlap, both being 
members of the Communist culture. 37 Wright was actually a 
member of the party. Du Bois was not, but they overlapped for a 
little while before Wright left the party. And what did Du Bois think 
about Ralph Ellison? I think he did actually write about Ellison, too. 
So, again, I mean this not so much as a brick thrown at the great Du 
Bois but as a matter of trying to see what constitutes his edifice and 
which bricks are missing in the building that he was working on. 
And I think this again resonates with the concerns about popular 
culture, the contemporary cultural expressions of his day, and the 
concern about popular culture as a whole. 

ChB: There is a heated debate about religion in Du Bois’s work, and 


most of his biographers think he was an agnostic, if not an atheist, 
due to his Marxism. There are comments that he makes from which 
you could conclude that. But then there is an interesting book by 
Edward Blum, W. E. B. Du Bois: American Prophet, who argues that 
Du Bois, though certainly not an orthodox Christian, was religious 
in a way and kept it up. 38 In his view, Du Bois did not just do some 
window dressing using religious phrases, examples from the Bible, 
but there was a, let’s call it, spirituality that shaped him throughout 
his life. 

CW: I think that Du Bois had a self-styled spirituality that was not 
wedded to cognitive commitments to God talk. He was very similar 
to his teacher George Santayana. Santayana used to go to Mass, 
shed tears weekly as a lapsed Catholic, and would say, “The Mass 
was too beautiful to be true.” So he was moved by the passion and 
the perceptions and the purpose in the Eucharist but could not make 
cognitive commitments to any of the claims. Ludwig Wittgenstein 
was the same way, and I think Du Bois is part of that particular 
coterie of secular figures who are profoundly religiously musical, to 
use Max Weber’s words; people who resonate deeply with the issues 
that religious people are wrestling with—what it means to be 
human, how do you engage in a virtuous life, what kind of 
character do you cultivate, what kind of sensitivity, what kind of 
compassion, what conceptions of justice, the centrality of love and 
empathy—without being religious in terms of belief in God, in the 
rituals of faith. 

And I have a great respect for Du Bois’s spirituality, even as a 
Christian, which makes him in some ways even more of a prophet 
than most Christians or religious Jews or religious Buddhists and so 
on, because it means that he was able to sustain himself spiritually 
without the help of the religious apparatus of tradition. He also 
didn’t fall into the kind of narrow reductionist traps of scientistic, 
positivistic ties to science, the kind of narrow Darwinism that you 
get today among the number of the more sophomoric atheists like 
our dear brothers Christopher Hitchens, Richard Dawkins, and 
others, who reduce the rich Darwin to narrow scientism. Darwin is 
the brook of fire through which we all must pass. But you can be 


religiously sensitive without being religious, and Du Bois certainly 
was one of the most religiously sensitive of the secular thinkers. 

ChB: Du Bois wrote an essay entitled “The Revelation of Saint Orgne”— 
i.e., Negro—“the Damned,” and there is a concept of a new church 
which, according to Du Bois, should be based on the “word of life 
from Jeremiah, Shakespeare and Jesus, Buddha and John Brown.” 39 
And it’s a church organized “with a cooperative store in the Sunday- 
school room; with physician, dentist, nurse, and lawyer to help 
serve and defend the congregation; with library, nursery school, and 
a regular succession of paid and trained lecturers and discussion; 
they had radio and moving pictures”—now: mark that!—“and out 
beyond the city a farm with house and lake.” 40 That’s his—Orgne’s 
—concept of a church, and what I think is so interesting about it is 
what is joined here: not just the secular and Christian traditions but 
body and soul, mind and body; that is what the church would have 
to offer to help people come to combine the two, to provide food for 
body and soul. I have noticed that this concept appears in several of 
Du Bois’s writings, and I’d like to follow up on that because I don’t 
think it has been much commented on, though it seems to be part of 
his later thinking. At first Du Bois counted on the mind exclusively, 
and then he changed and said, “No, that’s not enough,” and 
although he does not go as far as you wished him to—namely, to 
take into account the physical expression in dance and music and so 
on of the African American tradition—as a concept he expresses it in 
that new church that he thinks is needed to raise people to a higher 
level. 

CW: I think you are right about that. It reminds me of one of my own 
favorite figures and thinkers, Nikos Kazantzakis, where you have 
this kind of self-styled spirituality that appropriates Jesus, Buddha, 
Lenin, Shakespeare. I mean, it’s quite a heterogeneous coterie of 
chaps—not too often women actually—who become part of a kind 
of ecumenical exemplary group of those who constitute grand 
examples of high-quality living. So it’s the beauty of life, it’s the 
quality of life, it’s the courage, the freedom that these people 
exemplify. 41 You can go from Socrates to Shakespeare in that 


regard. And there’s something that I’ve always found fascinating 
about that, I must say. Again, it has a lot to do with Du Bois’s 
humanism. He is a thoroughgoing radically democratic humanist 
drawing on the Renaissance, on the Enlightenment and the 
Victorian critics. William Morris was probably the most 
revolutionary of them, but Ruskin played a role, and certain 
moments in Arnold, certain moments in Carlyle, certain moments in 
Hazlitt; those are Du Bois’s intellectual ancestors. I do think that Du 
Bois would be again relevant for our day because the religious 
traditions—be they Christian or Islamic or Judaic—if they are not 
radically Socratized and humanized, then the fundamentalist wings 
of all three are going to push us into a living hell, which is to say, 
radically anti-democratic, radically sexist, racist, xenophobic, 
capitalist hell. Well, I shouldn’t say that radical Islam would be 
capitalist, though. The fundamental Christians would be capitalist, 
but not the fundamental Islamic folk; they are just theocratic. Now 
the fundamentalists in Judaism, that’s interesting. They tend to be 
free-marketeers, too, in general, though there are theocratic 
manifestations of it, too. 

You can just see how badly we need Du Bois today in the midst of 
our catastrophic circumstances. There is no doubt about it. We need 
the rigor of his structural and institutional analysis, the religiously 
musical sensitivity to the things that religion is wrestling with as 
opposed to simply the truth claims of the God belief or the truth 
claims of the faith appropriated by religious people, and, probably 
more than anything else, his acknowledgement of subaltern peoples 
and voices, and just how crucial those voices are in helping us come 
to terms with our crisis. There is a sense in which Du Bois’s witness 
is such a thoroughgoing indictment of the transatlantic 
intelligentsia. It really is. If you were to examine much of the 
intellectual work of the transatlantic intelligentsia—from Europe 
and the US—there is not just a relative silence around Du Bois’s 
work but a relative silence about the issues and problematic that Du 
Bois is coming to terms with. It’s a very sad state of affairs when 
you look at the kind of pre-Du Boisian condition of much of the 
transatlantic intelligentsia. And it says much about how far we have 
not come; how cowardly, how deferential, how careerist, how 



narrow so many of our beloved colleagues in the academy can be. 

ChB: Well, you pay for it. And he paid for it. 

CW: Absolutely. There is a cost to be paid. But I love Martin Luther 
King Jr.’s remarks in his “Honoring Dr. Du Bois” address. 42 I recall 
talking with John Hope Franklin before he died about his decision 
to attend this event, because when they had the celebration of Du 
Bois’s birthday at Carnegie Hall, most of the intelligentsia, including 
Black intellectuals, would not come within a mile or two miles of 
the gathering; they were just scared. They were afraid; they didn’t 
want to be tainted with the Communist brush during the anti¬ 
communist hysteria and frenzy that was then taking place. But, 
thank God, Martin Luther King Jr., along with John Hope Franklin 
and a few others, had the courage to attend. This is when brother 
Martin laid out his statement: 

We cannot talk of Dr. Du Bois without recognizing that he was a radical all of his life. 
Some people would like to ignore the fact that he was a Communist in his later years. 

It is worth noting that Abraham Lincoln warmly welcomed the support of Karl Marx 
during the Civil War and corresponded with him freely. In contemporary life, the 
English-speaking world has no difficulty with the fact that Sean O’Casey was a 
literary giant of the twentieth century and a Communist or that Pablo Neruda is 
generally considered the greatest living poet though he also served in the Chilean 
Senate as a Communist. It is time to cease muting the fact that Dr. Du Bois was a 
genius and chose to be a Communist. Our irrational obsessive anti-Communism has 
led us into too many quagmires to be retained as if it were a mode of scientific 
thinking. [. . .] Dr. Du Bois’s greatest virtue was his committed empathy with all the 

oppressed and his divine dissatisfaction with all forms of injustice. 42 

This is powerful stuff. This is very, very powerful stuff. King is right. 
Martin King is absolutely right. Good God Almighty. 



Martin Luther King Jr., 1964 




CHAPTER THREE 

Moral Fire 



MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. 


After having spoken about the two towering male figures of the Black 
tradition of activists and intellectuals in the nineteenth and first half of 
the twentieth centuries, Frederick Douglass and W. E. B. Du Bois, we 
decided to focus next on Martin Luther King Jr. Du Bois died aged 
ninety-five on August 27, 1963, that is, on the eve of the famous March 
on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, passing on the baton, as it were, 
to King, who delivered his celebrated “I Have a Dream” speech before 
the Lincoln Memorial. 

Though our exchange had been motivated by politics from the very 
beginning, the dramatic political events of 2011—with the anti¬ 
government protests in Spain, the Arab Spring, and the emerging Occupy 
Wall Street movement in the United States—brought an urgency to our 
transatlantic conversations. We knew that if we wanted to bring the 
precious Black prophetic voices into the current debates and struggles 
for freedom, justice, and economic equality, we would have to wrest 
them from a collective memory that had reduced their radical messages 
to inoffensive sound bites. The most evident example of a sanitized 
national icon was Martin Luther King Jr., a fact that strengthened our 
decision to select him for the subject of our next talk, which took place 
in August 2011. Our project gained further momentum when the 
dialogue on King was accepted for publication in the German journal 
Amerikastudien/American Studies. 1 The idea of a book took shape—and 
we sped up. 


Christa Buschendorf: You consider Martin Luther King Jr. the “most 

significant and successful organic intellectual in American history.” 2 
Your claim that “never before in our past has a figure outside of 
elected public office linked the life of the mind to social change 
with such moral persuasiveness and political effectiveness” seems to 
be based on the following interconnected assumptions: first, that the 
vocation of the intellectual is to “let suffering speak, let victims be 
visible, and let social misery be put on the agenda of those in 
power,” 3 and, second, that “moral action is based on a broad, robust 
prophetism that highlights systemic social analysis of the 
circumstances under which tragic persons struggle.” 4 

The following quotation by Martin Luther King Jr. is particularly 
pertinent in view of the present global crisis of capitalism, which 
drives more and more people into poverty: 

I choose to identify with the underprivileged, I choose to identify with the poor, I 
choose to give my life for the hungry, I choose to give my life for those who have 
been left out of the sunlight of opportunity. [. . .] This is the way I’m going. If it 
means suffering a little bit, I’m going that way. If it means sacrificing. I’m going that 
way. If it means dying for them. I’m going that way, because I heard a voice saying, 

“Do something for others.” 3 

“Let us march on poverty,” King suggested in 1965. 6 To highlight 
the increasing plight of the poor in the United States almost half a 
century later, Tavis Smiley and you recently undertook the “Poverty 
Tour” through eighteen cities, talking to Americans of all colors who 
struggle to make ends meet. 7 In his mission statement, Tavis Smiley 
quotes from King’s declaration, thus it seems to be particularly apt 
to speak about Martin Luther King Jr. at this very moment—his 
historical significance to America and his relevance in the present. 

Cornel West: One of the great prophetic voices of the twentieth century, 
Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, said that the future of America 
depends on the American response to the legacy of Martin Luther 
King Jr. 8 Martin himself had said that the major issues in the 
America that he would soon die in—what he called a “sick 
country”—were militarism, materialism, racism, and poverty. Those 


four, for him, were going to be the fundamental challenges. And I 
think he was prophetic in this sense: when we look at the role of the 
military-industrial complex—the role of the Pentagon, the share of 
the national budget, the ways in which militarism has been 
routinized and institutionalized and recently outsourced; then the 
materialism, which is really very much tied to corporate media in 
the various ways in which it produces its weapons of mass 
distraction that try to pacify and to render the citizens sleepwalking 
by means of stimulation and titillation; then when you look at 
racisms, beginning with the “new Jim Crow” that Michelle 
Alexander talks about 9 —with the prison-industrial complex in ways 
in which legacies of white supremacy are still very much operative, 
even though in some ways more covert than before; and then the 
last one—poverty—which is very much tied to the Wall Street 
oligarchic and plutocratic complex—so, when you think about the 
military-industrial complex, the corporate-media multiplex, the 
prison-industrial complex, and the Wall Street oligarchic and 
plutocratic complex, those four complexes have really squeezed 
most of the juices or sucked most of the life out of the democratic 
experiment. And this was what Martin was talking about. 

So, I think, in fact, when brother Tavis and I were on that Poverty 
Tour and said, “Look, we are trying to make the world safe for the 
legacy of Martin Luther King,” that it was really responding to 
Heschel and saying, “You know, since 1968, what has been the 
response of the country to Martin on all four issues?” When we look 
at wealth inequality increasing, hyper-incarceration; when we use 
brother Lo'ic Wacquant’s language, from his brilliant book Punishing 
the Poor 10 —the kind of emptying of souls given the debased and 
decayed culture that is produced day-in and day-out by the 
corporate media, Martin’s characterization of America as a sick 
country really makes more and more sense, and I think more and 
more people are seeing that. Part of the problem is, I think, the 
death of Martin in some sense signified that America was in deep 
need of a revolution. He used the language of revolution, the need 
of a revolution in priorities, revolution in values, the need for a 
transfer of power from oligarchs to the people. America was deeply 


in need of a revolution, but he wondered whether America was only 
capable of a counter-revolution, and therefore all he could do was 
just bear witness and be willing to live and die for what he 
understood at the end of his life as democratic socialism or kind of a 
radical redistribution of power and wealth, as he put it. He used to 
say, over and over, every day he would put on his cemetery clothes. 
That was all he could do. And in some ways I think he was right; 
you just have to be coffin-ready for this bearing of witness and 
struggle in the midst of a very sick country run by greedy oligarchs 
and avaricious plutocrats whose interest is very entrenching, whose 
power is mighty. It’s not almighty. Rebellion could make a 
difference; civil disobedience could have some impact. But the kind 
of fundamental rise of a revolutionary social movement is very, very 
unlikely given the powers that be. 

ChB: It was a long process for him, too, to discover what you were just 
talking about: the power of these forces. 

CW: But it’s funny, though, because it’s two things about Martin people 
tend to overlook. Coretta Scott King told me one time that when she 
went out with Martin on their first date, it was the first time in her 
life she ever met a Socialist, that Martin was already calling himself 
a Socialist and was part of the intercollegiate Socialist movement. 11 
The other interesting thing is that when Martin was called by the 
Nobel Prize committee and told that he had won, he said that he 
didn’t deserve to win if Norman Thomas had not yet won. Norman 
Thomas, of course: Princeton undergraduate, Union Theological 
Seminary grad, left the church, became head of the Socialist Party, 
ran for president six times—three times against Franklin Roosevelt 
—and actually was supported by John Dewey. 12 So that even as a 
very young man, especially under Chivers—there was a professor 
named Walter Chivers at Morehouse who was a Socialist— 13 

ChB: And sociologist— 

CW: And sociologist too, absolutely. So they read a lot of Marx, and 
Martin was very influenced by this brother. So that in an interesting 


kind of way—even though a lot of people think that Martin really 
began as a liberal and was radicalized as a result of the movement 
and the pressures of Stokely Carmichael and the pressures of those 
in SNCC 14 and, of course, Stanley Levison, who had been a 
Communist, and Bayard Rustin, who was a Socialist 15 —in fact, as 
Coretta has suggested, he actually began early on as a Socialist but 
knew that he could never use that language in the Jim Crow South 
or even America. And so it became a matter of a kind of 
confirmation of what Norman Thomas and others had been talking 
about in the thirties and forties. Even in the early sixties, Norman 
Thomas was one of his great heroes. Martin is a very fascinating 
figure in that regard. He really is. 

ChB: But don’t you think there was a change in him, after all? At least I 
think he talks about that himself—that once he went to Chicago and 
lived there among the poor, that this was yet another dimension to 
him. Or was it just that when he was confronted with that situation 
in the ghetto, he thought he had to speak out, that he had to be 
more explicit, that he had to drop his careful distance in rhetoric to 
socialist or Marxist phrases in order to get his message across. Or is 
it both? 

CW: I think there were two things going on when he moved to 1550 
South Hamlin Avenue in Chicago. I was just there at the apartments 
with brother Tavis in the very room where he and Coretta lived, and 
then when we met Bernice and Martin Luther King III and laid the 
wreath a couple of days later, they talked about living in Chicago— 
because he brought the kids with him to Chicago—that, on the one 
hand, Martin had little experience in the North. Boston and 
Philadelphia had been the only places where he had spent time, and 
Boston in some ways was an aberration as opposed to Chicago and 
Detroit, as opposed to even Los Angeles or New York, with high 
concentration of Black folk, even Washington, DC. To move to 
Chicago was to recognize that the ways in which Jim Crow Jr. in 
the North operated, as opposed to Jim Crow Sr. in the South. The 
dynamics were different. It was more entrenched in the North in 
terms of getting at some of the economic causes, but it was much 


more visible in the South, because the apartheid was right in your 
face, you know, and the violence was right in your face. And so he 
knew he had to come to terms with class issues in the North in a 
way that he just didn’t in the South. But in addition, I think—and 
here, of course, it goes beyond Norman Thomas—that when Martin 
became a critic of American imperialism—because that happened 
roughly at the same time: he moves to Chicago in ’66; he is already 
being pushed by SNCC to come out against the war; then he reads 
Ramparts magazine and sees the bodies of those precious 
Vietnamese children, and decides he must speak out: he can’t be 
against violence in Mississippi and not also be against violence in 
Vietnam—that being forced to come to terms with class in Chicago 
and forced to come to terms with empire in Vietnam does in fact 
change him and sharpen his analysis, even given his earlier socialist 
sensibilities and sentiment. It really does. But it’s in the heat of 
battle, it’s in the context of intense struggle that Martin begins to 
have this clarity, and, ironically, it’s the clarity that intensifies his 
dance with mortality. 

ChB: And toward the end it becomes a battle not just against all these 
forces you mentioned but against his own activist groups, because 
they become anxious that he is going too far. And he is very 
isolated. 

CW: Absolutely. At the time he is shot dead, 72 percent of Americans 
disapprove of him and 55 percent of Black Americans disapprove of 
him. 16 He is isolated. He is alienated. He is down and out. He is 
wrestling with despair. He is smoking constantly; he is drinking 
incessantly. He is, in many ways, more and more—not so much 
distant but having more difficulties with Coretta, who was heroic in 
her own ways. His relations with the various women and so forth 
are increasing as a way of what he called dealing with his anxiety, 
getting relief from the deep anxiety of living under the threat of 
death and all of the vicious attacks and assaults on his character by 
Black writers like Carl Rowan 17 and leaders like Roy Wilkins and 
Whitney Young 18 and within his own organization, the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference, 19 people seeing him becoming 


more radical. 20 And that too is something that’s not talked about as 
much as it should: that Martin King started very much as a patriot, 
that he was part of that generation of the Black bourgeois 
formation, where the Declaration of Independence had nearly the 
same status as the Bible, not as much, but it nearly did. 

ChB: The American civil religion. 

CW: Exactly. It’s just so tied into his own Christianity. 

ChB: But the interesting question here is, to me, is it patriotism or is it 
some kind of universalism? Because what he appeals to when he 
refers to the Declaration of Independence is the declaration of 
equality of people. So often in the past, as we have seen in Douglass 
and Du Bois, there was a conscious reference to those values that, at 
the same time, are values of the United States of America, and thus 
there is an interrelation between universalist values and patriotism, 
because you might be proud of your country if you believe that it 
represents those values. 

CW: That’s true. But I think—maybe I could be wrong because I am 
fundamentally opposed to any version of American exceptionalism 
—American exceptionalism is not just self-justifying but one of the 
most self-deceiving concepts in the history of the nation. There is a 
distinctiveness to the American democratic experiment, but America 
is in no way a nation as chosen, in no way a nation that God smiles 
at and winks at and shuns others. I think Martin King, early in his 
career, did subscribe to a form of American exceptionalism, and in 
that sense, there still is an interplay between universal values and 
the fact that America enacts or embodies those values at their best. 

But I believe at the end of his life he felt that American 
exceptionalism was a major impediment for the struggle for justice 
in America and around the world; he had discovered that it was 
Gandhi that had influence; he had discovered that South African 
struggles for democracy were as inspiring as anything Thomas 
Jefferson had to offer. Maybe it was a matter of growing and 
maturing and recognizing that internationalism was the only way to 
go. I recall listening to a sermon of his in ’68, ’67/’68, where he says 


that he has to recognize now more than ever that his commitment is 
fundamentally to a struggle for justice that doesn’t just transcend 
the US context but views the US context alongside of the 
international context. You see, when he began in ’55, ’56, ’57, that’s 
not his language. Now, you would think as a Christian preacher— 
which is his fundamental vocation—every flag would be beneath 
the Cross. And Martin did always believe that the Cross was about 
unarmed truth and unconditional love. Those are the two pillars 
that he always talked about: unarmed truth and unconditional love, 
across the board. And that is an internationalism; every flag is 
beneath that. But that American exceptionalism, you see, sneaks 
back in again, and lo and behold, the United States becomes that 
very special case that embodies it more than anybody else. And the 
next thing you know—going back to American civil religion—it’s 
providential. And even if America somehow died out, it would 
undoubtedly bounce back, rooted as it was in that heroic errand 
into the wilderness—an American jeremiad that our dear brother 
Sacvan Bercovitch talked about with such an insight. 21 And Martin 
was a part of that for much of his calling and career. But I think at 
the end he was beginning to let that go. Malcolm X had already let 
it go a long time before, though we must not forget Martin reaching 
out through his personal lawyer Jones 22 to Malcolm, joining him in 
his efforts to put the United States on trial at the UN for the 
violation of the human rights of Blacks. 

ChB: But it was easier for Malcolm X to see through the deception 
because of his upbringing that left him no—or hardly any—illusions 
to begin with, whereas King rose in the academy and had a 
successful career, and so it’s the upbringing that very much shaped 
him. 

CW: That’s exactly right. Even in fraternity—Martin King was an Alpha 
like myself, as were W. E. B. Du Bois and Paul Robeson and Duke 
Ellington, Jesse Owens, Adam Clayton Powell Jr., Donny Hathaway, 
John Hope Franklin. 23 All of these were Alphas—and we Alphas do 
tend to move in patriotic ways. But you look at Du Bois: he swerves 
from US patriotism; Robeson: swerves; and Martin at the very end: 


swerves. That’s what’s fascinating. That’s a very difficult thing to do, 
to break like that. Someone like myself, I had the privilege of 
building on their breaks, you know, with the Black Panther Party 
and others. I had already learned lessons as a young lad that 
America didn’t have this special providential role in the history of 
the world, ordained by God to embody democracy, given its history 
of what it did to indigenous peoples and crushing the workers, 
enslaving Black folk, and so on. But there is something about that 
Black middle-class incorporation and formation in the South as a 
“PK,” as a preacher’s kid, that made it much more difficult for 
Martin to break and made his break more heroic. Very much so. 
Martin—there simply is no one like him in the history of the 
American experience because he really is an intellectual, but he 
never really has a lot of time to meditate and reflect. But he has a 
deep tie to the life of the mind, and his calling is rooted in his 
Christian faith, unlike Douglass and unlike Du Bois. 

ChB: How did he talk about the possibilities of combining religious faith 
and socialism? It was not really a problem for him, or was it? 

CW: I think that because he was part of the Black prophetic tradition, 
he always connected religious faith with social change, and 
socialism just became one particular end and aim of social change 
that he began to take very seriously. Black prophetic tradition has 
always rooted spirituality and religiosity with social transformation. 
And this is where you can show that present-day America is so 
profoundly decadent, especially in the age of Obama—it is 
demeaning, devaluing, and marginalizing the Black prophetic 
tradition, which has been the primary tradition that has contributed 
to the renewal and regeneration of American democracy. 

ChB: Could it be that this moral change is based on a change of social 
conditions that people are confronted with, so that something like 
the hope that is embodied in Christian prophetic faith is hard to 
maintain, hard to sustain, when in your social conditions you see 
hardly any future for your kids, for yourself? 


CW: Yes, but you think through 244 years of slavery, that kind of 



American terrorizing and traumatizing and stigmatizing of Black 
folk, and we still kept the Black prophetic tradition alive. You are 
right. I think the social conditions that you are talking about have as 
much to do with the changes in the culture, with market forces so 
fundamentally undermining family and community, with corporate 
media filling the void with narcissism and materialism and 
individualism and those distractions. So that during slavery we 
could keep the Black prophetic tradition alive by lifting our voices— 
music was fundamental in sustaining Black dignity and sanity—and 
families still had networks, even given that the slaveholders 
attempted to destroy the Black family. Whereas in contemporary 
late-capitalist culture, there is such a distraction from empathy and 
compassion and community and non-market values as a whole, and 
you cannot have the Black prophetic tradition without non-market 
values. I mean, one of the problems since Martin’s death is when it 
comes to leadership. You have either the fear of being killed 
because the FBI, the CIA, and the repressive apparatus of the nation¬ 
state might kill you quickly—as was the case in the 1960s—not just 
Martin but Fred Hampton, Bobby Hutton, 24 and a lot of others—or 
the other alternative is just buying people, so that you end up with 
Black leaders today, most of whom are just up for sale. All you got 
to do is just give them a bit of money, give them access to corporate 
position, give them access to the White House, give them access to 
whatever status they want and they are paid off. So you either get 
killed or bought. And Martin, I mean, one of the reasons why he 
stands out so is that there was no price that he was ever willing to 
accept to be bought—and in that he was like Malcolm and like 
Fannie Lou Hamer. 25 He was not up for sale, and that’s just so rare. 
It’s almost alien to us, really; it’s alien to us that corporate America 
couldn’t buy off everybody. The White House couldn’t incorporate 
him. He supported Lyndon Johnson intensely when LBJ helped to 
break the back of US apartheid, and then two and a half years later, 
LBJ was calling him a nigger preacher he wished would go away 
because of Martin’s opposition to the war. And Martin refused to 
support him in ’68, and LBJ decided to withdraw from the race. You 
see, that’s something. Even among the Black intelligentsia, Black 


leadership, and the Black community as a whole, many were talking 
about Martin like a dog. Here he is willing to die for folk, and they 
are still talking about him so bad. He refuses to be bought, you 
know. He doesn’t want to be popular in the community if he can’t 
have integrity. It’s a very rare thing. 

ChB: And now he is no longer able to defend himself, because in public 
memory he has not been turned into a radical leader, but as you 
always say, he has been sanitized, and it’s that sanitized King that 
has survived, and it is the radical King that has disappeared. Or 
maybe, due to the increasing suffering and the increasing crisis of 
capitalism, he is being rediscovered. One instance I noticed recently 
was when Tavis Smiley talked on National Public Radio about 
King’s speech “Beyond Vietnam,” which is not very well known. 26 It 
is interesting to juxtapose the “I Have a Dream” speech with the 
“Beyond Vietnam” speech, but the latter is the forgotten or 
repressed Martin. I wonder how you see it, whether the more 
radical Martin has a chance to be rediscovered now. 

CW: The radical Martin is highlighted in what brother Tavis Smiley has 
done in the National Public Radio show on the “Beyond Vietnam” 
speech. And that Martin cannot but come back. So that the kind of, 
as you say, sanitized, sterilized Martin, the deodorized Martin, the 
Martin that has been Santaclausified, 27 so that the Santa Claus that 
he now becomes, jolly old man with a smile giving out toys to 
everybody from right-wing Republicans to centrists to progressives, 
is opposed to the version of King who took a stand on the side of a 
class war and of an imperial battle, which is actually closer to the 
truth. He really did take a fundamental stand: “I choose to identify 
with the underprivileged, I choose to identify with the poor.” That 
sounds like Eugene Debs; that sounds like Jim Larkin of the Dublin 
working-class 1913 strike; it sounds like all of the great freedom 
fighters of the last hundred and fifty years in modern times. 28 Now 
that Martin is so scary; that Martin requires so much courage; that 
Martin requires all of us to pay such a price, that that Martin will 
live and come back, precisely how is the open question. 

I have the feeling that that Martin, in some ways, is going to be 


much more in the possession of people outside of the United States, 
in Brazil, in Africa, in Asia, than in America, since that Martin is 
really a prophetic figure for the world more than he is for America. I 
think he is too much for America. He is too honest; he is too 
truthful; he is too loving for a culture that is fearful of the truth and 
is fearful of a genuine love especially of poor people. There will be 
voices in America that will try to hold on to that later Martin, but I 
think the kind of hysteria—let’s use the wonderful word of 
Tennessee Williams—the hysteria of America doesn’t allow it to 
really come to terms with the deep truth of its history, and in that 
sense that Martin is repressed. That’s why all this notion of people 
walking around with the juxtaposition on the same shirt—Malcolm, 
Martin, Obama—is such a joke. And in people’s minds, they really 
think all three are identical, and you say, “What? Wait a minute. Do 
you understand?” I mean, you got Obama, who is the friendly face 
of the American empire, with drone-dropped bombs killing innocent 
people, at home crushing the poor with policies that are pro-Wall 
Street and pro-oligarchy and pro-plutocracy. And you got Martin, 
who is with the poor folk who Obama is crushing, and Malcolm 
with the poor folk who Obama is crushing, especially the later 
Malcolm, who is a revolutionary even more so than Martin in some 
way. And you see all three of those and you can see the level of 
confusion and obfuscation that is taking place in America, which 
reinforces why the counter-revolution of the deeply conservative 
reactionary forces is triumphing. 

ChB: But it’s so easy because the media play into it. I read that you 
thought that the radical King in your own time, early as a young 
man at Harvard, was not yet the voice you listened to. 29 This would 
change in the next decade; that’s what you said. And I wondered 
about that: Did it change in the eighties? Did you then read “Beyond 
Vietnam”? Did it resonate with the Left at that time? 

CW: You know, I had already read the radical Martin and had great 
respect for the radical Martin, and as a Christian I have very deep 
ideological affinities with him in terms of religious sensibility. But 
what was lacking in Martin—and I continue to say it is lacking in 


Martin—was his refusal to identify or immerse himself in youth 
culture. 

See, what Malcolm had was a style that resonated more with 
young people. Martin’s style had difficulties, and even as a young 
person and as a young Christian, I could identify much more with 
Malcolm the way I could identify with Huey Newton, 30 Angela 
Davis, 31 and Stokely Carmichael. 32 It had something to do with 
church and the church leadership styles that Martin as a preacher 
tended to. And as a Southern preacher, too, a Black Southern 
preacher, his style was more distant from northern California 
rhythm and blues, funk orientation. Now, Malcolm himself was very 
conservative in some ways, especially as a member of the Nation of 
Islam, where they don’t even have music in their rituals, you see, 
but you could just tell in his style that he was closer to the styles in 
youth culture. There was a certain swagger; there was a certain 
sincerity in keeping it real, which is what the funk is all about. So 
there were elements of James Brown, George Clinton, Bootsy 
Collins, Lakeside, Ohio Players. You could feel it in Malcolm, 
whereas in Martin, you couldn’t feel that. 

ChB: That’s the same with the Du Bois we talked about. And it’s again 
the upbringing. It would have been quite difficult for them to step 
beyond certain limits that are produced by a bourgeois upbringing 
and bourgeois values and the emphasis on turning children into 
“civilized” human beings. 

CW: That’s true, but part of it is choices. Habitus is fundamental, but 
there is still choice. You can think of figures who come out of this 
same context as Du Bois who fundamentally chose to identify with 
the blues the way Du Bois did not, see what I mean? Duke Ellington, 
bourgeois to the core, but that Negro genius that he was—you could 
see him identifying with Biggie and Tupac. He had that kind of 
capacious personality. Louis Armstrong—Negro genius that he was 
—of course, from the street, so he is a little different. You could see 
Louis sit down with Ice Cube and probably kicking and having a 
good time, you know what I mean, whereas with Du Bois that’s not 
going to take place. You cannot see him sitting down with Billie 


Holiday; Billie Holiday would scare him to death. And I think that 
there is a sense in which George Clinton would scare Martin King to 
death: “George, what is all that hell, man? You know, I love you, 
but damn man, I don’t understand, I don’t understand.” “Come on 
Martin, get into the groove!” That’s not his style, and that’s just 
something missing in Martin from my own point of view, just in 
terms of my own orientation. And it’s not a major thing, but I do 
think that the appropriation of Martin by young people is ongoing 
here and around the world—because I mean youth culture has been 
Afro-Americanized around the globe now—so there is a sense in 
which any appropriation of Martin is going to be effected by the 
Afro-Americanization that is already taking place among young 
people in Asia, Africa, Europe, Central America. He comes out of a 
different habitus that has its own specificity and distinctiveness. 
There is no doubt about that. 

ChB: What about the space, the social space of the church today? You 
talked about the moral decline, and the church was always the 
institution that would provide a space for self-assertion, even in 
those much worse times such as slavery and militant Jim Crow in 
the South. What about young people and the church today? Is it 
only for the middle class, something you do on Sunday because it’s 
proper to do? Or is there still real power in the churches? 

CW: I was blessed to be at the Progressive Baptist Convention just a few 
weeks ago, which is the convention that Martin helped found when 
he was booted out of the National Baptist Convention in 1961, with 
Gardner Taylor, 33 who was the mentor of Martin King. He is now 
ninety-five years old. Brother Tavis Smiley and I were blessed to 
interview Reverend Taylor in front of the Progressive Baptist 
Convention, and it was something, because you look out, you see 
only about twenty-five hundred people there. Twenty years ago you 
would have seen ten thousand. That’s the result of the decline of the 
denominations. So, two basic phenomena are taking place: First, the 
impact of market culture on the Black church is the decline of 
denominations, so you get the rise of nondenominational churches, 
so many of the members of Progressive Baptists joined the 


nondenominational churches. And the second phenomenon is the 
Pentacostalization of the nondenominational churches, you see. So 
that here you get Pentacostals, which is, of course, a denomination 
founded by Black Baptists, the fastest-growing denomination in the 
whole world, which places stress on the third person in the Trinity, 
on the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit and highly individualist 
salvation. Most Pentacostal churches shy away from direct political 
involvement or action. In addition, you get nondenominational 
churches growing. You end up with a towering figure like Bishop T. 
D. Jakes, 34 who is a spiritual genius, a great preacher, but doesn’t 
have a whole lot of political courage. I could go on and on. Another 
towering figure is Bishop Glen Staples, 35 my dear brother, 
nondenominational and very much tied to working and poor people 
and politically active. Pentacostalism is still, in style, too funky for 
the well-to-do, the Black elites, you see, so that what happens is you 
get the breakdown of denominations, the Pentacostal styles 
becoming hegemonic. 

But the prophetic element associated with the old denominations, 
like progressive Baptists, is lost. So that you have some prophetic 
folk, like Bishop Staples—and there are few like him—but for the 
most part, it really is a matter of spiritual stimulation and titillation 
that has market parallels and market stimulation and titillation, and 
these nondenominational churches really don’t have the rich 
prophetic substance of courage, compassion, sacrifice, and risk. For 
example, there is the story that Wacquant and others tell about the 
$300 billion invested in the prison-industrial complex, the Marshall 
Plan for jails and prisons, so you get these escalating, exponentially 
increasing numbers of prisons, but most churches don’t have prison 
ministers. So you get a sense how far removed they are from the 
suffering of the people. Now, the preachers probably have one or 
two Bentleys, some have Lamborghinis, but they don’t have prison 
ministers, whereas the Progressive Baptist Convention in the 1950s, 
they are so attuned to the suffering of the people that wherever the 
people were being dominated, in whatever form they were 
dominated, they had a ministry that’s somehow connected. And so 
in that sense, the market-driven religiosity of much of the Black 


church these days is counter to the prophetic sensibility of Martin— 
what Martin King was all about—and that’s one of the major, major 
things missing in contemporary America. The two outstanding 
exceptions are my mentor, Reverend Herbert Daughtry, pastor of 
the House of the Lord Pentacostal Church, in Brooklyn, founder of 
the National Black United Front, an exemplary Black freedom 
fighter, and my dear brother Father Michael Pfleger, pastor at 
historic Saint Sabina, in Chicago, whose prophetic leadership is 
deeply grounded in King’s witness and legacy. 36 

ChB: You associated the liberal Black church with social analysis, with 
an insight that goes with the preaching of how you can cope with 
these conditions, but you’re saying that this element is basically lost 
these days? 

CW: For the most part. I mean you get a J. Alfred Smith in Oakland, 
one of the great prophetic figures; Freddy Haynes or Carolyn Knight, 
major prophetic figures, or Reverend Dr. Bernard Richardson, 
Reverend Toby Sanders, Dr. Barbara King, or Reverend Dr. M. 
William Howard Jr., Reverend Dr. William Barber. 37 Of course, the 
great Vincent Harding—scholar, activist, teacher—is the reigning 
dean of King-like prophetic witness. So you have some exceptions, 
but generally speaking it’s lost, and it’s exacerbated in the age of 
Obama, because identification with Obama could easily become—in 
the eyes of Black leaders—an identification with the Black prophetic 
tradition. So that Obama displaces the Black prophetic tradition; 
people think they are doing something progressive and prophetic by 
supporting our Black president given the history of white supremacy 
in America, counter-hegemonic, countervailing and so forth, you 
see. And given the trauma of overcoming blatant legalized racism, 
Obama is counter-hegemonic, but it’s overshadowed by his 
identification with the oligarchs, with his identification with the 
imperial killing machine and so forth. But that small sliver gives 
these Black leaders the sense of “I’m very progressive. I’m with the 
Black president. The right wing hate him, right wing want to kill 
him, right wing tell lies about him, but we are taking a stand,” you 
see. And so it’s very deceiving, very confusing, and very obfuscating 


in terms of any clear social analysis of the relations of domination 
and of power in American society. 

ChB: So often the argument is “But isn’t there progress? Not just that 
visual, symbolic progress, but the African American middle class is 
growing, after all, so what are you talking about?” 

CW: Yes, it’s true. And they could use that argument up until 2008, 
when the financial catastrophe took place owing to the greed of 
Wall Street bankers, when Black people lost 53 percent of their 
wealth. 38 So we are seeing the relative vanishing of the Black 
middle class, most of whom had wealth in their homes; large 
numbers lost their homes. The predatory lending that was connected 
to the market bubble that burst—those bad loans were for the most 
part given to Black and brown lower-middle-class people. They’ve 
lost their homes, and so there is a transformation taking place. For 
example, even in the churches, they used to preach prosperity 
gospel, but now with the lack of prosperity, the material basis of 
their theology is called into question. 

ChB: Yes, I think, what you are talking about—the vanishing of the 
middle class—is a global development. But probably 
disproportionately so in the African American community, 
as always. 

CW: Absolutely. In America, whites lost 16 percent wealth, while 
brown people lost 66 percent wealth. It was worse among Latinos 
than among Blacks, who lost 53 percent. On a global scale, you do 
have the middle class contracting with oligarchic and plutocratic 
power expanding. Now, for the seven past months, 39 75 percent of 
corporate profits were based on layoffs, so corporations are actually 
able to make big money by cutting costs, which are primarily labor 
costs. And then, of course, they are sitting on $2.1 trillion that they 
are hoarding because they are scared that the next collapse is going 
to leave them dry. So that what happens is that the Black middle 
class loses—a Black lumpenbourgeoisie under the American 
bourgeoisie. We never really had a solid Black bourgeoisie, E. 


Franklin Frazier says in ’57, 40 and he is absolutely right. Even given 
the unprecedented opportunity the last forty years, the Oprah 
Winfreys, the Michael Jordans, and so on, once you shave off the 
entertainers who make big money, we are still beneath the 
American middle class in terms of wealth. And right now the white 
household in America has twenty times more wealth than the Black: 
$113,000 for the average white family, Black is $5,000, Hispanic is 
$6,000. 41 And we are not even talking of the social neglect and 
economic abandonment of the poor, which is the kind of thing 
brother Tavis and I were accenting on the Poverty Tour. That has 
had no visibility since Martin was killed. Marian Wright Edelman 
has been heroic trying to make it visible, but she has had difficulty 
making it visible. 42 Part of Tavis’s creative genius as a media figure 
is his ability to gain access to media sites to make things visible, so 
that even without a social movement you can go on a Poverty Tour 
and get the whole nation talking about poverty, from Nightline to 
CNN to C-SPAN to the New York Times, Washington Post. That’s 
unprecedented in so many ways. But in the absence of a social 
movement, that’s one of the best things you can do to try to shape 
the climate of opinion, try to have some impact on the public 
discourse in the country. 

ChB: And that influence is stronger, more powerful than in King’s days. 

CW: Yes. That’s true. Because King’s social movement was an attempt 
to dramatize issues of injustice, and the Poverty Tour, which is what 
brother Tavis and I did, really is an attempt to dramatize the issue 
of poverty without a social movement. Now, I think that the aim of 
putting a smile on Martin’s face in the grave is the highest criterion 
of a freedom fighter in America. And to put a smile on his face is to 
be willing to live and die and bear witness on behalf of those who 
are wrestling with all four of those issues: militarism, materialism, 
racism, and poverty. Now, I would include patriarchy and sexism—I 
would include homophobia as well—even though he didn’t talk 
about them, so that when we are talking about racism, we are 
talking about a species of xenophobia. We could really just say 
xenophobia as a whole, so it includes anti-Semitism; it includes anti- 


Arab racism, anti-Muslim sensibility, and so on. But my hunch is 
that’s probably the best we can do. 

I think Sheldon Wolin is probably right with his notion of fugitive 
democracy, 43 where it is a matter of trying to generate and 
galvanize people to be organized and mobilized to bring power and 
pressure to bear, but know that the powers that be are going to 
either kill you, try to absorb you and incorporate you, or lie about 
you or try to undermine your movement by those weapons of mass 
distraction that we talked about before. It’s very difficult to conceive 
of how the kind of revolution that Martin really wanted can take 
place given current arrangements. Now, it could just be a matter of 
my limited imagination, but the Frankfurt School and Wolin and the 
others just make more sense to me. And I think that’s one reason 
why you have fewer persons who really want to put a smile on 
Martin’s face, because the possibilities of actualizing what he was 
calling for tend to be so small, and most people don’t want to fight 
for something that they don’t think can be actualized or realized— 
especially in America—rather quickly. 

ChB: It always impresses me that Noam Chomsky, an intellectual I 
appreciate very much, who is so marginalized—naturally—sharply 
analyzes the situation and sees the difficulties you were just talking 
about—of how change could come about—and yet always believes 
that people can do it. And I wonder how he sustains this belief, 
which seems to be based on some insight that it is possible. 

CW: We just had him at Princeton, and I had a chance to speak to him 
and introduce him, and brother Noam, deep down he is a Cartesian, 
he really is. So he believes in not just the power of reason but the 
power of transparency and the power of clarity as themselves 
fundamentally just agents of change. Beckett, Chekhov, 
Schopenhauer, they are not part of his world. I think he has a 
limited grasp of the role of the nonrational, and so he easily pushes 
it aside, so he really believes that once people are exposed to the 
clear analysis that he has, somehow they will catch on. 

ChB: That’s what Du Bois believed. 


CW: For a while, that’s right. He really believed that it is ignorance 
standing in the way. 

ChB: I think it’s, on the one hand, rationality versus irrationality, but on 
the other hand, it’s also about the interrelation of mind and body, 
because so much of how we look at the world, our perceptions, our 
orientations, are deeply ingrained in our bodies, and as embodied 
dispositions, they are persistent. Thus, according to Pierre Bourdieu, 
a change of habitus occurs only under certain conditions, mainly in 
moments of crisis. 44 So that is something that one has to address. 

CW: You’ve got to come to terms with that. What happens is that the 
Cartesian element has its place because reason does have a role to 
play, but it can become a fetish; it can become an idol; it can 
become a form of false religiosity in order to sustain your optimism, 
and in some ways I think that’s true for Noam. You know who I 
think is a better example is my dear brother Howard Zinn. I just 
wrote an introduction to his writings on race that was recently 
published. 45 Because Howard—like Noam—really believed in the 
power of reason, clarity, transparency, and analysis. But he also had 
a deep sensitivity to body, to nonrationality—or maybe 
nonrationality is not a good word—to trans-rationality—what 
culture is about—and so Howard had such a long view of things. 
Reminds me a little of Raymond Williams’s wonderful book The 
Long Revolution, 46 which needs to be read and reread over and over 
again. And in that sense he is a little closer to reality in a way, 
whereas I think people like Wolin, they understand all the things 
that go into social transformation, and it’s always messy, always. 

ChB: What about King in that respect? What do you think? 

CW: I think King always understood the mess, and I think once he hit 
those issues of class in Chicago and empire in Vietnam, the mess 
became more and more Beckett-like, which means all you can do is 
try to lay bare illuminating analysis and try to live a life committed 
to justice and love and truth. That’s all you could do at that point. 
It’s just a matter of integrity, because what you are up against is 


such a mess, in a very technical sense—which is a term which 
Beckett uses, 47 rather than Being in Heidegger—and King 
understood that, he really did. And you wonder though—I mean, he 
died at thirty-nine—if he had lived to be sixty, what would Martin 
have done? That’s still a question. Some say he would have been a 
professor in Union Theological Seminary. So he would have been an 
activist but would be teaching as well, because you have to be able 
to sustain yourself with something; you can’t be an intense activist 
every week of your life the way he had done this from twenty-six to 
thirty-nine—thirteen years—you just can’t do that, you know, 
especially if you had kids and grandkids and things. But you never 
know. I know Martin would have been fundamentally in solidarity 
with the struggles of poor people. I really do. And I think that he 
would have been a countervailing voice and a countervailing force 
against the Obama administration, and he would have spoken out 
very loudly. Now, he spoke out very loudly among Black politicians 
of his day, when he said that the US Congress was turning “the war 
on poverty into a war against the poor.” 48 And when he supported 
Carl Stokes as mayor, and Stokes refused to invite Martin on the 
stage when he won, 49 Martin was very hurt. Martin was too radical. 
He had come out against Vietnam already. He was very hurt, and he 
would say over and over again, “These Black politicians kind of sell 
out just as quickly as any white politician. It’s about the people!” 

Now you see, Huey Newton and company, they loved that about 
Martin; even Amiri Baraka, 50 who Martin met before he died. 
Baraka was just telling me about that wonderful encounter that he 
and Martin had in ’68 in March prior to the death in April, and they 
loved that about Martin, because they knew that his critique of 
Black bourgeois politicians was a powerful one. Though he 
supported these folks, they used him; they used his prowess, his 
charisma for their campaign, and then they win and they won’t 
touch him with a ten-foot pole. Martin said: “What the hell is going 
on here?” They know what they do, you know. They know what 
they do. They got the big business community, the permanent 
government, to relate to and so forth. 

I think if Martin had lived, he would have been critical of the later 


rule of Mandela as president of South Africa, given his complicity 
with the business class and given his willingness to in some ways 
downplay the plight of the poor of South Africa as he moved into 
the mainstream. You can see the same kind of Santaclausification, 
the same kind of complicity with the business elites in South Africa, 
the embrace by Bill Clinton, the embrace by Richard Stengel, the 
managing editor of Time magazine, so that any time now you talk 
about Mandela, Clinton and Stengel pop up rather than Sisulu and 
Slovo, 51 who were revolutionary comrades of the revolutionary 
Mandela, who spent twenty-seven and a half years in prison, you 
see. Martin would understand the ways that people’s names are 
promoted and sustained by corporate money and elites who protect 
their names, but he would resist that kind of sanitizing, which is to 
say he would be critical of the way that he has been sanitized, too. 
In some ways it’s probably an inevitable process, but even given its 
inevitability, it has to be criticized, because it is a shift away from 
the truth. And there’s a distancing from the truth. He would still 
have great respect for Mandela, don’t get me wrong, but he would 
be critical of that process. I think Mandela was critical of this 
process himself. He told me that when we met, when I gave that 
Mandela lecture and talked about the Santaclausification of 
Mandela himself in Africa. I think Martin would resonate with that. 
No doubt. There is no doubt that the great Nelson Mandela was the 
most courageous of men and most genuine of revolutionaries—yet 
as president of South Africa he ruled in a neoliberal manner. 




CHAPTER FOUR 

The Heat of Democratic Existentialism 



ELLA BAKER 


Our project gained momentum, and so did the Occupy movement. The 
demonstration camp in New York City’s Zuccotti Park triggered the vital 
question of all political movements—and especially grassroots 
movements—how to organize and mobilize. No figure embodies more 
convincingly than Ella Baker the genius of grassroots organizing in the 
civil rights movement. Her deep commitment to democratic decision 
making turned her into an ideal choice for our next conversation, which 
took place in summer 2012, when the Occupy movement was at its 
height. With Ella Baker we opened up the field of the female voices 
within the Black prophetic tradition. The women, in contrast to their 
charismatic male companions, had not just been sanitized but, worse, 
marginalized. 

Christa Buschendorf: In our three previous conversations we talked 
about Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Martin Luther King 
Jr. Even when we consider the tremendously rich tradition of 
African American intellectuals and activists, these were obvious 
choices. After all, all three were considered towering figures, if not 
the most towering intellectuals of their time, by their 
contemporaries as well as by posterity. To many, our choice to 
speak about Ella Baker will be much less evident, although she 
clearly belongs to the exclusive group of long-distance runners, i.e., 
freedom fighters who devote their whole lives to the struggle for 
freedom and justice. However, her life’s work is more difficult both 



to access and to assess. First, as a highly skillful organizer, she often 
became an indispensible member of the organization for which she 
chose to work, but she never stood in the limelight of the 
movement. Second, while she held concise theories of social change 
and political action, she never put them down in writing. There is 
no memoir; there is no collection of essays. There are just speeches, 
a few newspaper articles, and interviews, but apart from that, we 
rely on biographers who consulted her papers and spoke to the 
people who knew her personally. Third, her very theory of political 
action is decidedly group-centered in that she firmly believed in a 
kind of grassroots organizing that would allow the poor and 
oppressed to get actively involved in the fighting. To Baker, the 
ideal activist was not the charismatic figure of the prophet who 
mobilizes the masses by mesmerizing speeches but an unassuming 
person who helps the suppressed to help themselves. As she put it in 
1947 , “The Negro must quit looking for a savior, and work to save 
himself .” 1 And twenty years later, with regard to the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, which she cofounded, she 
maintained, “One of the major emphases of SNCC, from the 
beginning, was that of working with indigenous people, not working 
for them, but trying to develop their capacity for leadership .” 2 

If, then, Ella Baker may not be as obvious a choice as Douglass, Du 
Bois, and King, she nevertheless is, I think, a very obvious choice for 
you. So could you just start by giving us an assessment of why you 
cherish her personality and her work in the civil rights movement? 

Cornel West: I think in many ways Ella Baker is the most relevant of our 
historic figures when it comes to democratic forms of leadership, 
when it comes to a deep and abiding love for not just Black people 
in the abstract or poor people in the abstract, but a deep 
commitment to their capacities and their abilities to think critically, 
to organize themselves, and to think systemically, in terms of 
opposition to and transformation of a system. When we think of the 
Occupy movement—we do now live in the age of Occupy in this 
regard—and Ella Baker’s fundamental commitment to what Romand 
Coles calls “receptivity”—Coles’s work also was quite powerful in 
terms of Ella Baker’s legacy 3 —learning to receive from the people, 


not just guide, not just counsel, not just push the people in a certain 
direction, but to receive from the people the kinds of insight that 
the people themselves have created and forged in light of a tradition 
of ordinary people generating insights and generating various 
visions. And so it’s grassroots in the most fundamental sense of 
grassroots. And I don’t think that even Douglass, in all of his glory, 
and Du Bois, in all of his intellectual genius, and King, in all of his 
rhetorical genius, have that kind of commitment to the grassroots, 
everyday, ordinary people’s genius in this sense. And of course, 
there is a gender question as well: her powerful critique of 
patriarchal models of leadership, including especially messianic 
models of leadership, which ought to be a starting point for any 
serious talk about organizing and mobilizing and social change in 
the twenty-first century. 

In addition, I was just in dialogue with my dear brother Bob 
Moses. 4 He spent a whole year at Princeton, and his office was right 
across the hall from mine. Of course, for him, Ella Baker is the 
grandest figure in radical democratic praxis, and he is very much a 
disciple of Ella Baker. He is quite explicit about that, very explicit 
that charismatic leadership, messianic leadership is something that 
he rejects across the board. But I think what comes through is that 
Ella Baker has a sensitivity to the existential dimension of 
organizing and mobilizing, and what I mean by that is that for her 
political change is not primarily politically motivated. This goes 
back to her early years in the Black Baptist women’s missionary 
movement. When she talks about humility with the people, not even 
for the people but with the people, when she talks about service 
alongside the people, and when she talks about everyday people, 
everyday people’s capacities becoming more and more manifest at 
the center of the movement, not something that is just used and 
manipulated by messianic leaders, but at the center of the 
movement, that’s a kind of democratic existentialism of a sort that I 
see in her work—and I see in Bob Moses’s. But you see it in very few 
people’s works. 

There are elements of this in some of the anarchists, and that’s 
why I have a tremendous respect for anarchism, because anarchism 
has this deep suspicion of hierarchy, be it the state in the public 


sphere, corporations in the private sphere, or cultural institutions in 
civil society. We know Baker worked with George Schuyler, who 
called himself an anarchist in the 1930s. He ended up a reactionary 
right-wing brother, but he earlier called himself an anarchist. 5 We 
also know Bayard Rustin was an anarchist, called himself an 
anarchist quite explicitly. 6 We know that Dorothy Day called herself 
an anarchist, quite explicitly, till the day she died. 7 This is a great 
tradition I have great respect for, and I see it among my young 
brothers and sisters of all colors in the Occupy movement, even 
though I don’t consider myself an anarchist. I do see similarities 
between Ella Baker’s position and the council Communist tradition 
that called for Soviets without Bolsheviks, that called for workers’ 
councils without a revolutionary vanguard party that served as 
managerial manipulators of the people in the councils, so that the 
self-organization of working people was the kind of radical 
organizing among everyday people without any managers, experts, 
or party members telling them what to do. And there is some 
overlap between Herman Gorter and Anton Pannekoek and some of 
the early council Communists that mean much to someone like 
myself coming out of a deep democratic tradition. 8 And so, 
ironically, Ella Baker, the very figure who one would think would 
be marginal vis-a-vis these male-type titans, ends up being the most 
relevant in light of our present dark times of political breakdown, 
economic decline, and cultural decay. 

ChB: It is so interesting that the Occupy movement is definitely 
leaderless, tries to be leaderless and group-centered, which has great 
advantages. For one thing, you can’t decapitate a movement easily 
by just killing one of its charismatic leaders. But more than that, as 
you just explained, it gives the group much more power, a power 
that it otherwise delegates to a representative. But even if we say 
today that this is why Ella Baker is more important, when we think 
back, what is your stance on the fact that after all we also needed a 
Martin Luther King Jr.? What, then, is to your mind the relation 
between those two forces, the charismatic leader-figure and the 
group-centered work that Ella Baker did? 


CW: When Ella Baker says that the movement made Martin, Martin 
didn’t make the movement, she is absolutely right, and so for me 
the greatness of Martin King has to do with the ways in which he 
used his charisma and used his rhetorical genius and used his 
courage and willingness to die alongside everyday people. The 
critique of Martin would be that the decision-making process in his 
organization was so top-down and so male-centered and 
hierarchical that one could have envisioned a larger and even more 
effective mass movement, especially when it came to issues of class, 
empire, gender, and sexual orientation. When he hit economic 
justice for janitors and the poor, and when he hit issues of American 
imperialism in Vietnam, he would not have been just dangling all by 
himself if there had been more political education and cultivation 
among the people in the organization and the community. And Ella 
Baker—who was shaped by the South, went to Shaw University in 
North Carolina, and then straight to New York City, where she runs 
the West Indian newspaper, and she is working with George 
Schuyler during his anarchist years, interacting with leftists, 
interacting with various progressives, but always rooted, always 
grounded—offered a deep democratic alternative to the model of 
the lone charismatic leader. 

One of the things about Ella you might recall is that—and Bob 
Moses was telling me this, it was so striking—right in the middle of 
the movement, she pulled out to take care of her niece. And people 
said, “Wait a minute, this is something that you have been waiting 
for. This is the moment. The cameras are here.” “I got my roots,” 
you see, “my niece needs to be taken care of. She is, after all, by 
herself.” And people would say, “Oh, but that’s part of the gender 
question. She had to think of herself as a carer and nurturer.” But, 
no, no, she puts things in perspective. Her caring for her niece in 
those years that her niece needed her was part and parcel of her 
calling as someone who is of service. But for Ella, her calling 
embraced both service to her family and service to the movement. 
For her, humility and service flow across the board, and so I think 
that her critique of the great Martin Luther King Jr. ought to be 
integral to any discussion about Martin Luther King Jr. She brings to 
her critique humility, service, and love; her own willingness to 



sacrifice. She’s the kind of unassuming character who doesn’t need 
the limelight at all in order to have a sense of herself. She doesn’t 
need the camera. You know what happens is that these charismatic 
leaders become ontologically addicted to the camera. And it’s a very 
sad thing to behold. You see it in Jesse Jackson, despite his 
rhetorical genius and great contributions to our struggles. We see it 
in A1 Sharpton, despite his talent for adaptability and service. You 
saw it in the later years of Huey Newton, as great as he was in his 
early years. Angela Davis has resisted it. Bob Moses also resisted it. 
Stokely Carmichael—even given his greatness, incredible love for 
the people, and the deep influence of Ella Baker—was still much 
more tied to the charismatic model. 9 My dear brother the 
charismatic Reverend Dr. Jeremiah Wright—largely misunderstood 
and underappreciated—was demonized by the media and will, in 
the long run, be vindicated. But, like Ella, prophetic giant Dr. James 
Forbes Jr. defies these seductions. 

ChB: One wonders, of course, whether there is not a natural relation 
between the possibility of becoming such a charismatic leader and a 
certain degree of narcissism, so it is an even greater accomplishment 
of those figures who do not develop in terms of egocentricity, and 
yet are great leaders. Baker often criticized the mostly male 
cofighters she had to put up with. As she recalled, they took it for 
granted that when there was a meeting she would take care of the 
people, so that they would have something to eat and drink, that the 
coffeemaker was running. Thus, there was always that double 
concern of hers. For she was not at all a person who was content 
with those everyday services to the movement; she had great 
foresight. In fact, this to me is another important feature of hers: the 
way she understood the whole process, namely, as something that 
would go on for a long time, because nothing would be 
accomplished in ten years or twenty years, but that nevertheless you 
would have to bring all your strength to it, even if you did not see 
much progress. She was looking ahead and willing even to pass on 
the baton to the next generation, to the next person who was there 
to serve, and that is one of her great strengths. 


CW: Absolutely. There is a fundamental sense in which the age of 
Occupy is the age of Ella Baker. Even given the deep contributions 
of the legacies of Douglass and King—we could add Malcolm; we 
certainly would add Du Bois as well—for Ella Baker, you know, 
when you radically call into question the distinction between mental 
and manual labor, then that frees you up to engage in forms of 
activities in the movement that allow for a natural flow, from caring 
for the homeless, cooking food for the elderly, and reading Gramsci 
on what it means to be an organic intellectual all in the same 
afternoon, because these are all just functions of a freedom fighter, 
functions of an organic, catalytic figure, where the intellectual is not 
somehow either isolated or elevated and therefore distinct from the 
manual, tactile, touch, hands-on-activity. 

You know, when I talked about Ella’s democratic existentialism, it 
is relevant to me in terms of your point on narcissism and 
charismatic leaders, because anyone who is a long-distance freedom 
fighter has to have a tremendous sense of self-confidence, and the 
real challenge is how do you have this tremendous sense of self- 
confidence when you are being targeted by assassination attempts 
or threats; when you are rebuked, scorned, lied about, or 
misunderstood. You need self-confidence in order to keep going in a 
community and a network, but how do you hold on to self- 
confidence without sliding into self-indulgence? The only weapon 
against narcissism is a belief in self and a greater cause than the self 
that is severed from an obsession with self as some grand messianic 
gift to the world. And I think you could see elements of this in the 
other figures that we talked about: Douglass and King and Du Bois 
had unbelievable self-confidence, and at their best, they are Ella 
Baker-like; at their worst, they are narcissists. And of course, this is 
a struggle in the human soul in each and every one of us. But the 
major weapon against narcissism for me is a kind of spirituality or a 
spiritual strength that accents, on the one hand, gratitude—what it 
means to be part of a long tradition that has produced you and 
allowed you to have the self-confidence—because self-confidence 
doesn’t drop down from the sky; it is cultivated over many, many 
years owing to earlier people, antecedent figures who had the same 
kind of self-confidence—so gratitude on the one hand, as a kind of 



democratic piety in that sense, if piety is understood as the debts 
you owe to those who came before tied to the tradition and 
community and legacy of struggle, and on the other hand, there is 
an indescribable joy in serving others. This joy in serving others is 
qualitatively different than pleasure in leading others. 

ChB: And a third factor in combatting narcissism may be the belief in 
the cause, or do you take that for granted? 

CW: That’s true, the depth of your commitment to the cause. And that 
is, I think, very important, because when you really get at the 
complicated core or the mediated essence of Ella Baker, it really has 
so much to do with this kind of democratic gratitude of being in a 
tradition of struggle, of being an agent of change and transmitter to 
the younger generation, which allows you to make a Pascalian leap 
in belief in the capacities of everyday people, because it’s a kind of 
leap of faith that you are having in their capacity to cultivate 
themselves. You don’t need messianic leadership; you don’t need a 
revolutionary party; you don’t need professionals and experts 
coming in from the academy and telling you x, y, and z. You are in 
conversation with them, but they don’t need to have an elevated 
status. But it’s that democratic gratitude on the one hand, and it is 
that deep spirituality that actually I think was rooted initially in 
Baker’s early Black Baptist experiences and the model of her blessed 
mother, and then the depth of her belief, in the cause, what she calls 
the cause of humanity. 

ChB: Indeed, it wasn’t just a particular cause, as important as the civil 
rights movement she had actually worked for was to her—she was 
in the NAACP for some twenty years. She said explicitly that she 
worked for so many organizations and campaigns, more than thirty, 
I think, but in truth, she said, she worked for a movement that is 
greater than all these particular struggles. 10 

CW: It would be wonderful if one were to meet members of a 
progressive organization and you asked them who do you work for 
and they would say not the organization, whatever it is, but I’m 
working for the freedom of human beings around the world; I’m 


working for the cause; I’m working for justice, and this organization 
is a means toward that end, this organization is a vehicle or conduit 
through which my commitment to the cause for humanity, the cause 
for social justice, the cause for human dignity, beginning with poor 
and working people and those Frantz Fanon called the wretched of 
the earth. She always kept that in mind. So even when it comes to 
the kind of organizational chauvinism—organizations clash because 
they are trying to gain access to a certain kind of turf on a terrain— 
she would look at that and say, “Oh, you are missing the point.” 
SCLC people wanted to know how she could make that move from 
interim executive director of SCLC—before Wyatt Tee Walker was to 
take it over in 1960—how she could make that move so smoothly 
from SCLC to SNCC, when the tension between SCLC and SNCC was 
so intense. She is the only one who carries over and becomes a hero 
for the young people. She’s already an older person; the young 
people trusted her. 

ChB: She never attempted to tell them to do it her way, but she listened 
and engaged in what you would call, I assume, a Socratic dialogue. 

CW: Oh, absolutely, a Socratic dialogue in the deepest sense. I’ll never 
forget Bob Moses recalling one of the meetings where it was clear 
that SNCC was collapsing. It was right near the end, very intense 
conversations, and Ella Baker was sitting there. You could just see 
the internal pain, and more and more, the young people were 
looking toward her to intervene to save and rescue the organization. 
And she just sat there and listened, and afterward people were 
saying like, “Damn, if Martin and the others had been there, they 
would have come to our rescue. Can’t you see this is the only way? 
We need this almost Hobbesian sovereign, you know what I mean, 
to help impose some order, so we can sustain an organization that 
we worked so hard for. We don’t understand your silence.” And she 
said, “It’s up to you. It’s up to you all. You all got to work it out. I 
am just one voice.” And of course, someone said, “We want to hear 
that one voice!” Sometimes, you know—Bob Moses is like this, too 
—sometimes you just wonder whether they could be too reticent 
and too reluctant to speak. Their democratic humility is never false, 



but their democratic receptivity could be more balanced with bold 
democratic voicing. 

ChB: She was convinced that if a movement cannot find a way from 
within the group to go on, then it is no longer relevant. It has to be 
replaced. It might have had its time, done its work. And when she 
moved from SCLC to SNCC, it was in part, I think, because she was 
frustrated, owing to what you talked about earlier about hierarchy 
and the male chauvinism, which, for example, never allowed her to 
have this post of executive director fully. It was always interim. She 
showed that she could do it, but she was a woman, so it was not 
acceptable to the male-dominated group at that time. So she moved, 
because she had more confidence in the radical thinking of the 
young, and she thought it was needed at that moment. Now, within 
SNCC, there were different developments, and I think at one point— 
it may have been earlier in their development than the moment you 
talked about—two groups within SNCC fought each other, and at 
that point she tried to reach a compromise with this idea: let’s have 
two strains; let’s have two subgroups that follow their agenda, and 
let’s see how far this takes us. And it was accepted at the time, but 
that was probably already foreshadowing a conflict within the 
group, and she would have been the last one to fight for something 
that she thought, “Well, if it can’t sustain itself, it is not worth 
fighting for. It has to be replaced. This is what a revolutionary 
process is about.” 

CW: And she understood it so very, very well. Again, that has 
something to do with the kind of revolutionary patience that she 
had which I am associating also with this radical democratic 
receptivity that Romand Coles has talked about with such insight. 
You know, we do have to pay tribute in so many ways to Joanne 
Grant and Barbara Ransby and Romand Coles and others who really 
have not just thought through and theorized but thrown their hearts 
and minds and souls into the radical democratic praxis of Ella 
Baker. 11 Because on the one hand, she seemed to be rather reluctant 
to write a book about what she was doing, or write a memoir about 
her life, all of those things, in some ways mitigating against her 


commitment to radical democratic praxis, and yet we know there 
was always a theoretical dimension to it, 12 because she was just so 
brilliant; she was so reflective, introspective, and spiritual all at the 
same time. 

ChB: To come back to one of your points as to education and how it 
might work when you try to educate a group not by preaching, not 
by lecturing from top to bottom, but by engaging in a dialogue—it 
takes a long time to begin with. 

CW: Absolutely. I think that the major limitation of Ella Baker’s global 
historical work and witness is the tremendous clash between 
democratic time and market time. With the commodification of 
cultures around the world, most of us, if not all of us, live in market 
time, even if we are on the margins of the larger imperial system of 
our day. And market time is fast; it’s quick; it’s push-button; it’s 
24/7 cycles of media. Whereas democratic time, which has to do 
with the kind of organizing and mobilizing Baker was doing, 
requires a long revolution, in the language of the great Raymond 
Williams. 13 And it’s a long memory, in the language of Mary Frances 
Berry and John Blassingame, who wrote that wonderful book 
together, Long MemoryA 4 So, you get a long revolution, a long 
memory, a long struggle within democratic time; in market time: 
quick, quick, quick, quick, quick. And the charismatic leadership is 
very much tied to market time. It’s fast, you see. You want to get the 
cameras to see those precious kids get mistreated in Birmingham, 
boom, flash. It’s all around the world, quick, quick, quick. Congress 
has to do something; the president has responded, telephone calls. 
And Martin knew that he had to live in some way between times, 
right on the thin edge between democratic and market time. But 
that slow, bottom-up, democratic organizing that Ella talked about 
has always been associated with some of the best social movements. 

For example, Saul Alinsky, who in some ways we associate these 
days with the Industrial Areas Foundation of my dear brother 
Ernesto Cortes 15 —they have been at this form of organizing in 
democratic time for thirty years, and you end up with some elected 
officials and local groups, 16 two elected city councilmen, and people 


say, “Damn, a whole generation and you got a union in place.” And 
of course, they have done amazing things in terms of raising 
consciousness, because it’s not just reflected in the electoral process. 
But from a market perspective, of course, you might say, “Eh, that’s 
all you come up with in twenty-five years? When we got all these 
babies who die, we got all these struggles going on, and that’s the 
best we can do?” And I think that’s the challenge, maybe limitation 
is too strong a word, but it’s a real challenge for the genius of Ella 
Baker. 

ChB: And even more so today than in her time, because of the speed. 

CW: Yes, hyper-capitalism, absolutely. 

ChB: So the question is, how can change be brought about with the 
powers that be? Should we, like anarchists, work locally and change 
the system on the level of the local community and go on from 
there, and change it radically at a particular place and in a 
particular moment and thus make at least a small difference, rather 
than battling and struggling in market time and being shot dead or 
defeated? The question becomes the more urgent when we look at 
what we are fighting for and against right now and compare it to 
the past, when Ella Baker—just as you and many others still do in 
the present—talked about poverty and civil rights. 

CW: But I wonder—here my own view becomes more manifest and 
pressing—when you look at it from the perspective of the powers 
that be, what do they find most threatening? That’s always a 
measure, you see. And they are threatened by any serious challenge 
to their oligarchic power, to their profit-driven economic system 
and their cultural forms of distraction that keep the masses pacified. 
And I think that in the long run, they are more threatened by Ella 
Baker’s mode of engagement; in the short run, they are more 
threatened by Martin King’s mode of engagement, because for the 
FBI and the CIA and other repressive apparatuses in the nation-state 
in which we live, that patience and that receptivity, you can keep 
track of that more easily, and you can infiltrate it quicker, 17 
whereas if the people who don’t have revolutionary consciousness 


but do have a love for one leader, they see that leader shot down 
and mistreated, they are more likely to rebel. Now, that’s not 
revolutionary action; that’s rebellion. 18 And given the constraints of 
the system, in which electoral politics is so much dominated by big 
money and so forth, it’s the rebellions that have played a 
fundamental role in getting concessions from the powers that be, 
more so than the long-term organizing that’s quiet on the margins, 
hardly visible. When you have two hundred cities going up in 
flames, the powers that be have to concede something. They could 
go fascist and say, “No concessions at all,” or they can be moderate 
and say, “We have to give a little bit. We have to be open for the 
expansion of the middle class. We have to bring in a relatively 
privileged people from the working class: women, Black folk, brown 
folk, red folk, or whatever.” This middle class of color is a 
lumpenbourgeoisie beneath the wealthier white bourgeoisie. 

But I do think that—this is the Chekhov in me, of course 19 —I 
think that the cycles of domination and the cycles of death and the 
cycles of dogmatism are so deeply entrenched in human history, 
that more than likely the best we can do is to break the cycle. And 
even what we call revolution, when you think you really have 
broken the cycle in, say, the Soviet Union, Cuba, or what have you, 
the same cycle comes right back in new clothing. The men are 
heroic against the white supremacist powers, but look what they’re 
doing to the women, and the straights are heroic, but look what 
they are doing to the gay brothers and lesbian sisters and bisexuals 
and transsexuals and so forth. Or the elderly seem to be heroic, but 
look how they are demeaning the youth—these different kinds of 
cycles. And, so, I am not suggesting that there are no breakthroughs 
or progress or betterment or amelioration, but Ella Baker is most 
relevant because she tells a fundamental truth about the need for 
democratic organizing. King becomes highly relevant in our time, 
less relevant than Ella in regard to democratic leadership. Ella Baker 
and Fannie Lou Hamer stand above Martin Luther King in their 
democratic existentialism; their democratic leadership and 
horizontal organization stand above his messianic leadership and 
hierarchical organization. All three have a love supreme for the 


people that is so visible, that cannot be denied. King’s organizing 
fits well with market time and his murder generated massive 
outrage, and you end up with a real rupture in the cycle. It’s not a 
change in the system, but it’s a rupture in the cycle, and the powers 
that be have to make some concessions, you see. But deep 
democratic revolution requires the democratic existentialism of Ella 
Baker and Fannie Lou Hamer. 

ChB: Back to the kind of organizing Baker practiced. I think one could 
distinguish even within her work the very patient, slow-pace 
education of groups and what follows from that and what she 
herself, I think, saw as the need for a more radical pushing of 
groups. That’s why, to go back to that, she joined the youth and 
cofounded SNCC, because she hoped that, from that more radical 
group, less bourgeois, less concerned with respectability, and more 
radical in a broad sense, that something like a rupture might result, 
even out of a group. I think that was her hope. So she tries to do 
both, patient grassroots organizing and speeding up the process 
through work with radical groups, which I think is particularly 
difficult. And one would have to ask oneself how far she got, but do 
you see the possibility of radicalizing groups, too, so that they work 
like charismatic leaders? 

CW: Yes. You see, in my own view, that kind of crucial radicalizing of 
the group toward a more revolutionary consciousness becomes one 
of the essential elements in the rebellion. That is to say, when the 
rupture takes place and the system must just stop and respond 
rather than just keep going on and trying to deny the suffering of 
the people who are revolting. Now, whether in the end that 
generates the kind of system change that she wanted and I want, I 
don’t know. But in my more Chekhovian thinking, I can see not so 
much a cycle but a spiralling, where these systems of domination 
and oligarchies reemerge and the hierarchies reemerge, the anti¬ 
democratic forms reemerge, and that revolutionary consciousness is 
this deep democratic consciousness suspicious of those hierarchies, 
suspicious of those oligarchies, and so on. 

Here Clausewitz’s philosophy of war 20 plays an important role for 


me—not in a moral sense but a crass political sense, in terms of just 
how cruel the struggle for power is and how gangster-like these 
thugs are who run things at the very, very top, who would kill 
anybody and do anything to reproduce their power. You see, you 
look at the number of times Martin went to jail, while Ella hardly 
ever went to jail—stark contrast! And when you talk about rupture, 
you’re talking about a threefold moment of, first, hitting the streets 
—and Ella is already in the streets—and, second, being willing to go 
to jail, and, third, being willing to be killed. If you don’t have those 
three elements, you don’t have a movement. That is to say, you 
have to have people who are willing to take that kind of risk, and 
you need the blood of those martyrs to help fertilize the movement, 
which is not to view those martyrs as instruments, because they are 
still human beings, but that’s the historical process. That’s how 
bloody it is. It is just a fact. It can’t be denied. When you juxtapose 
Ella Baker to Martin King, you see, one of the reasons why Martin’s 
death generated the rebellions it did was because all three of those 
moments were satisfied and in a way in which they were not 
satisfied for Ella. Now, that’s partly again a matter of both gender 
and theory. She called him the “Great One” and had her powerful 
critiques, but she never denied his deep love for the people, you see, 
just like she had that deep love for the people, as everybody who 
knew her, like Bernice Reagon, one of the great artists of the 
movement, 21 would say over and over again. But that’s an 
interesting contrast when you think about it. 

ChB: But I still wonder about certain aspects of that contrast. Now, Ella 

Baker could not have been the charismatic leader, 22 so the group 
did not feel represented by her. No one could have that identifying 
moment one had with King. So when you say this is threefold—you 
go to the street, you go to jail, and you get killed—she would not 
have gotten killed; it was not very likely. But does that really mean 
that revolt can only happen with the model of the charismatic 
leader? If we look again at the Occupy movement today, people go 
to the street; they are willing to go to jail; they are even willing to 
die. But there is no charismatic figure, and yet you have these three 
moments, or would you still make a distinction as to their 


effectiveness? 


CW: That’s an interesting question. You see, I think that when you 
satisfy all three of those moments in light of the Ella Baker model, I 
am not so sure that the death or deaths that take place could have 
the same galvanizing effect as the death of a highly charismatic, 
highly visible figure who touched the hearts, minds, and souls of 
people, you see. And because precious ordinary people are in a 
condition of catastrophe and wrestling with desperation, for them to 
break out of a mind-set that is deferential to the powers that be, it is 
only a love that they have for someone they identified with, who 
was out there speaking on their behalf, that has the power to move 
them to rebellion. 

ChB: It’s very interesting, because both models work with the insight 
that it is not enough to understand a problem and then act 
politically; you need the emotional involvement. In the first model, 
we have the love toward a leader that you identify with and who 
acts for you. Now, Ella Baker would have said, “This is not my 
model, because it harms the potential activity of the group, of the 
masses, if they delegate. So I want the other model. What then is my 
means of arousing emotion? It is personal connections. People have 
to interconnect.” And, again, you can say, and rightly so, it is so 
slow; it takes time to bring this process to a point that it becomes 
efficient. But to her it was the emotional binding of people that she 
would say is needed, but it works differently and, again, slower, not 
in market time. 

CW: Exactly. I think, in the end, we have to say that there should be no 
discussion of Martin Luther King Jr. without Ella Baker, which is to 
say they are complementary. These two figures, voices, tendencies 
in the Black freedom movement, and particularly in the human 
freedom movement in general, they say something to young people 
these days in the age of Obama. See, Obama ends up being the 
worst example of messianic leadership, captured by a vicious system 
that is oligarchic domestically and imperialistic globally and uses 
the resonances of this precious freedom struggle as a way of 
legitimating himself in the eyes of both the Black people and the 



mainstream Americans, and acting as if as community organizer he 
has some connection to Ella Baker, which is absurd and ludicrous in 
light of him running this oligarchic system and being so proud of 
heading the killing machine of US imperial powers. So that when 
young people—who now find themselves in an even more desperate 
situation given the present crisis—think about the legacy of Martin 
King and the legacy of Ella Baker in the age of Obama, it 
compounds the misunderstandings and misconstructions, and 
sabotages the intellectual clarity and political will necessary to 
create the kind of change we need. To use jazz metaphors, what we 
need would be the expression and articulation of different tempos 
and different vibrations and different actions and different 
witnesses, so it’s antiphonal; it’s call-and-response, and in the call- 
and-response, there are Ella Baker-like voices tied to various kinds 
of deep democratic witnesses that have to do with everyday people 
organizing themselves. And then you’ve got the Martin-like voices 
that are charismatic, which are very much tied to a certain kind of 
messianic leadership, which must be called into question, which 
must be democratized, which must be de-patriarchalized. And yet 
they are part of this jazz combo. 23 

ChB: But it means we need to turn our attention to Ella Baker, because 
historically she has had—and understandably so, given the strong 
effect of charismatic leaders—she has had much less attention in the 
historical reception of the movement. 

CW: Yes. Absolutely. And again, one of the ironies—I never met Ella 
Baker, but I recall taking my class down to the film Fundi when I 
was at Union Theological Seminary thirty years ago. 24 I was 
overwhelmed by it. Oh I was overwhelmed by it. It hit me so hard, 
because I just so much resonated with Ella. I could see Curtis 
Mayfield in her; I could see Bessie Smith in her; I could see the great 
gospel artist Shirley Caesar in her; I could see Aretha Franklin in 
her. And nothing moves me more than that level of artistic 
engagement with suffering and transfiguring it into vision and 
witness. I said to myself, “Ella Baker is one of the most charismatic 
figures I’ve seen on film, and yet she is fighting against charisma”; 


you know what I mean. So, what happens is, her critique of 
charisma goes hand in hand with an enactment of a kind of quiet, 
unassuming charisma, which swept me away. 

Now, it could be that I am just tied to charisma in various forms, 
but I do think that you get ordinary people like Louis Armstrong; 
this brother is charismatic—and a genius—to the core. Now, with 
Ella Baker, you see it in the way she interacts. You look in her eyes 
and you get a sense of how she is reading people when she is silent 
that has its own kind of charisma, you know. Maybe it’s a charisma 
to be deployed in democratic time in the service of the self¬ 
organization of everyday people. Martin’s charisma is more usable 
in a market time, though it is just as genuine as Ella’s charisma. I 
think, in the end, Ella’s is probably closer to my own soul, but in 
terms of how you deal with this vicious system in which we find 
ourselves, you can see why Martin’s love, which is continuous with 
Ella’s love, becomes indispensable, and his death is nothing but an 
extension of his love. I mean, Martin’s death is nothing but the love- 
ethic at work, just as Ella’s long-distance struggles are extensions of 
a love-ethic at work, and both of them encountered that love-ethic 
in the Black family, initially in the Black church. And yet both, in 
the end, were scandalized by the Black church, which is to say they 
both end up on the margins of it, even as they are products of it. For 
brother Martin and sister Ella, it is a privilege to live and die for 
everyday people. 

ChB: But for reasons that have nothing to do with their spirituality but 
rather with their outspoken political opinions in terms of how, for 
example, they use the word socialism. 25 

CW: That’s right. Explicitly, publicly. 

ChB: Yes, and the demand for the change of the system—they resemble 
each other very much in what they demand, certainly the later King 
and, well, maybe even the early Baker, 26 but certainly the later 
King. 

CW: That’s very true. Now, the speech that she gave in defense of 
Puerto Rican independence in Madison Square Garden is something 


that the film Fundi and other scholars have made much of, and there 
she engages in explicit talk about colonialism, imperialism, some 
things that she had always talked about but that now were more 
publicly projected. And to be publicly associated with a Puerto 
Rican independence movement—of the great Pedro Albizu Campos 
and Lolita Lebron—that was perceived to be an extension of the 
kind of terrorist attack on the US Congress. 27 You know, for 
anybody, let alone a Black woman, to be associated with that kind 
of movement, which in the eyes of the public was nothing but crude 
terrorism, required a level of courage, which brings us back to that 
willingness to take a risk even in her own quiet—and in this case, 
not so quiet—way, because she was quite eloquent in her speech in 
front of thousands of people in Madison Square Garden. Absolutely. 
Absolutely. 



Malcolm X, 1964 



CHAPTER FIVE 

Revolutionary Fire 



MALCOLM X 


We agreed that a conversation about Malcolm X was a must, although he 
is undoubtedly the most controversial of the Black prophetic figures. 
Among too many white Americans he is often seen as a proponent of 
reversed racism, if not of hatred and violence. But even the Black 
community has been divided in assessing his status as a political leader. 
While the working poor respected his eloquence and honesty, and the 
“old” middle class was horrified, the “new” lower-middle class, 
especially students, greatly admired his rhetoric and sincerity. In part, 
the controversy is due to the continuous juxtaposition between Malcolm 
X and Martin Luther King Jr., a false opposition that is based on one¬ 
sided public images and that has led to a sanitized Martin and a 
demonized Malcolm, a gross mistake that overlooks what they share in 
common and how much they overlap. 

In the fall of 2012, Occupy Wall Street was evicted from public spaces 
in a concerted action by law enforcement all over the United States, 
from New York City to Oakland. When we met in January 2013 for our 
dialogue on Malcolm X, it seemed to be the perfect time to discuss his 
revolutionary fire and its legacy among the younger generation. 

Christa Buschendorf: You have repeatedly written about Malcolm X. In 
Prophesy Deliverance!, for example, you positioned Malcolm X as 
“the transitional figure who stands between King and the Black 
Marxists.” 1 In your essay “Malcolm X and Black Rage,” you 
compared him with both his mentor Elijah Muhammad and Martin 


Luther King Jr., claiming that “Malcolm X articulated black rage in 
a manner unprecedented in American history. His style of 
communicating this rage bespoke a boiling urgency and an 
audacious sincerity.” And you went on to state: “His profound 
commitment to affirm black humanity at any cost and his 
tremendous courage to accent the hypocrisy of American society 
made Malcolm X the prophet of black rage—then and now.” 2 As to 
Malcolm X’s cultural and political influence on yourself and Black 
fellow students at Harvard, you stressed in our dialogue on Martin 
King his attraction in terms of his style, his swagger, in contrast to 
the much revered, but to the youth less appealing, respectable King. 
And you pointed out that you would identify with Malcolm X’s 
political vision rather than listening to the voice of the “Great Man 
who died for us,” 3 a viewpoint, as you add, that was to shift in the 
next decade. In fact, more recently you seem to have been 
highlighting the relevance of King. How then would you assess the 
impact of Malcolm X on African American political struggle and 
your own fight for justice and freedom today? 

Cornel West: Malcolm X is the great figure of revolutionary parrhesia in 
the Black prophetic tradition. The term parrhesia goes back to line 
24A of Plato’s Apology, where Socrates says, the cause of my 
unpopularity was my parrhesia, my fearless speech, my frank speech, 
my plain speech, my unintimidated speech. Malcolm is unique 
among the figures in the prophetic tradition to the degree to which 
he was willing to engage in unintimidated speech in public about 
white supremacy. We have had a number of Black figures who have 
done that in the Black context, but not in public the way Malcolm 
did. In that sense, he represents the standard. He reminds me of jazz 
musicians like Charles Mingus, who are always tied to the 
underdog, always looking at the world from below, but speaking so 
clearly. 

Now what was he saying? Brother Malcolm begins where Marcus 
Garvey 4 left off, which is to say he represents a Black Nationalist 
tradition. But he is a revolutionary within that Black Nationalist 
tradition. And, like Garvey, he begins with the idea that the world 
has made being Black a crime—I intend to make it a virtue. White 


supremacy had told Black people that Black history is a curse, Black 
hope is a joke, and Black freedom is a pipe-dream, and you are 
locked in; you are trapped in a white-supremacist maze or labyrinth, 
and there is no way out. And Marcus Garvey, Elijah Muhammad, 
and the others came along and said: “The Negro is unafraid.” So 
what Malcolm does is, he begins with this notion of the world 
making being Black a crime. He responds to this condition of being 
cursed and trapped by courageously exemplifying what it is and 
means to say: “I am unafraid. I will speak my mind.” He is able to 
do so because of the love of Elijah Muhammad. Malcolm Little was 
a gangster, a street-gangster and hustler. And in the cell in 
Massachusetts, 5 he feels the love of the Honorable Elijah 
Muhammad—who is, of course, often viewed as a hater because he 
did believe that white people were devils, and he is wrong about 
that. 6 But Elijah Muhammad had a deep love of Black people, and 
he loved Malcolm Little into giving him the self-confidence to 
become Malcolm X. 

Now, back to Garvey. Garvey also said that as long as Black 
people live in America, most of them will live lives of ruin and 
disaster, especially the poor and working class. Malcolm took that 
very seriously. When he looked at Black life in America, he saw 
wasted potential; he saw unrealized aims; he saw ruin and disaster. 
He saw forms of self-hatred and self-destruction running amok. So 
he is building on this Black Nationalist tradition that says, “America 
you have a weak will to justice when it comes to Black people and 
poor people. America, we have no disappointment in you because 
we have no expectations of you. You have no soul, you have no 
conscience when it comes to the plight of Black people, either 
enslaved, Jim Crowed, ghettoized, hated, despised, lynched, 
subjugated, whatever.” This Black rage, viewed through the narrow 
lens of the American mainstream as Black revenge, sits at the center 
of Malcolm’s soul. And there is just no one like him in terms of 
having the courage to risk life and limb to speak such painful—not 
just unsettling in the Socratic sense, but painful—truths about 
America, truths that are so difficult to come to terms with that they 
seem to be too much for the country. It’s unbearable for the country 


to really look at all the rape, the violation, and the exploitation of 
Black people over four hundred years. It echoes Patrice Lumumba, 
when he told the king of the former Belgian Congo: “We shall never 
forget these scars, no matter how much reconciliation, no matter 
how much integration even, we shall never forget these scars.” 7 
That’s Malcolm. 

It reminds me of Faulkner when he says: “Memory believes before 
knowing remembers.” 8 Memory of scars, memory of lynching, 
memory of being despised and spit on, rebuked and scorned—it’s 
not a victim’s mentality, as my right-wing brothers and sisters 
would put it, because there is and ought to be Jewish memory of 
pogroms, Jewish memory of Shoah and Holocaust; there is and 
ought to be Indigenous peoples’ memory of dispossession of land 
and genocidal attack. It is that fundamental role of memory that 
Malcolm always invoked. 9 And to think that someone in a brief 
twelve-and-a-half years of his ministry could have had this kind of 
impact at the level of psyche and spirit is unique in modern history. 
Malcolm was a revolutionary prophet in speech and in spirit, and I 
think we need to hear him now as much as we need to hear Martin 
and Ella and Du Bois. 

ChB: Malcolm X said that “the best thing that a person can be is 

sincere.” 10 I think his sincerity is something that also made him so 
convincing to Blacks when they listened to him, because it was clear 
he would not put on a show, he would not engage in any sweet talk, 
but he would stand for what he presented to them. 

CW: That’s exactly right. The young hip-hop generation talks about 
“keeping it real.” Malcolm was as real as it gets. James Brown talks 
about “make it funky.” Malcolm would never deodorize his 
discourse; it was always: “Bring in the funk, bring in the truth, bring 
in the reality.” There is a fundamental sense in which Malcolm 
specialized in de-niggerizing Negroes. He took the nigger out of 
them. To niggerize a people is to make them afraid and ashamed 
and scared and intimidated, so that they are deferential to the 
powers that be. They scratch when it doesn’t itch; they laugh when 
it ain’t funny. They wear the mask, as Paul Laurence Dunbar wrote 


in his great poem. 11 And Malcolm came along and said, “No. I will 
take that nigger out of you. I’m gonna take it out of you.” There is a 
wonderful motto on Elijah Muhammad’s newspaper, founded by 
Malcolm X: “Islam dignifies.” A niggerized people must be dignified. 
And if they are dignified in the right way and take that nigger out of 
themselves, they can stand up like human beings, with a steeliness 
in their backs and a heartiness in their hearts and a fortitude in their 
soul that allows them to think for themselves and work for 
themselves in the name of a self-respect and self-determination that 
was required if Black freedom was not to be a pipe dream, if Black 
history was not to be a curse, if Black hope was not to be a joke, and 
if being Black was not to be a crime. 

ChB: It is an interesting strategy, if you think of the relation between 
the established who define you as an outsider and how difficult it is 
to get out of the range of the defining power. So what do you do? 
You reach out to another tradition, in Malcolm X’s case, Islam, and 
that tradition gives you the possibility of a different self-definition 
in turn. But is there not at the same time a certain problem, if you 
then operate within a tradition that is not the common one within 
the Black community? 

CW: Absolutely. Because you don’t have any roots that resonate deeply 
in the culture of the people that you are speaking to. Islam did not 
have any deep roots in the history of Black people the way 
Christianity did. That’s one of the reasons why Marcus Garvey 
always remained a Christian. His father, Marcus Sr., was very 
isolated but a great man; he always stood straight in Jamaica. His 
mother was Methodist. Garvey himself allowed for Muslims, 
atheists, different kinds of Christians to constitute his movement. 
But he had that deep Christian sensibility, whereas Malcolm, coming 
out of Elijah, went radically against the grain. He would identify 
with Christians like Nat Turner and John Brown and some of the 
great insurrectionists, or even the Deacons for Defense, who had 
their guns to defend themselves in North Carolina, with Robert 
Williams that influenced the Black Panther Party later on. 12 They 
were Christians coming out of the churches, but Malcolm, Elijah, 


they were starting something that was new in the States. 

ChB: But not central. 

CW: That’s right. You know I have had wonderful dialogues with my 
dear brother Minister Louis Farrakhan, and I would push him on the 
issues of patriarchy and homophobia, anti-Semitism, and he always 
pushed me in his own powerful way. 13 But I used to tell him that 
the Nation of Islam could never become a mass movement among 
Black people because there is no music in their ritual. And music 
has really been the fundamental means by which Black people have 
been able to preserve sanity and dignity and, at our best, integrity. 
And to have no music in your ritual is an over-reaction against what 
Elijah Muhammad understood to be the naive emotionalism of 
many Black churches. We should remember that Elijah Muhammad 
was Reverend Elijah Poole in the Baptist church before he was a 
Muslim, so he had his own Black Baptist roots, as it were. But he 
wanted to look outside to get a different vantage point. Christianity 
was, in the view of Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm X, a tool of the 
white man; it was an extension of white supremacy. You had the 
white Jesus looking like Michelangelo’s uncle on the wall, rather 
than the Palestinian Jew that he was with a swarthy complexion 
and linked to Northern Africa as well as the Middle East. And they 
were right about that. Christianity had been whitewashed and 
Europeanized in a fundamental way, and there was no doubt that 
the white supremacy in the Christianity that the slaves appropriated 
was pervasive. Yet the prophetic tradition within the Christian 
context was able to listen, to resonate with much of what Malcolm X 
was talking about, even as we remained Christian. The theological 
genius of James Cone is the best example of the Christian response 
to Malcolm. 14 

ChB: I think, in terms of tactics, Malcolm X was so clever as to combine 
Muslim belief and Christian belief, in that in his speeches he would 
use Christian stories from the Bible, which were more familiar to his 
audience. 

CW: Absolutely. And I think both the Honorable Elijah Muhammad and 


Malcolm X always looked at the world from below, echoes of the 
twenty-fifth chapter of Matthew: What you do for the least of these 
—the prisoner, the poor, the stranger, the widow, the fatherless, the 
motherless, the weak, the vulnerable—has lasting value. Even as 
Black Muslims, they could resonate with that theme, so they 
invoked Hebrew prophets, Isaiah, Amos; they invoked Jesus, 
emphasizing that sense of coming from below, looking at the world 
from below. One of my favorite formulations of Malcolm X is the 
epigraph in my chapter “The Crisis of Black Leadership” in Race 
Matters, where he tells the white mainstream: “You all say you 
respect me. If you can’t respect the brother and sister on the block, 
the Black brother and sister on the block, then you don’t really 
respect me.” 15 And that’s missing these days among most Black 
leaders. They think they are respected in some isolated, 
individualistic way as a Black person, and yet their second cousin is 
despised and held in contempt by the same white people or white 
establishment that respects them. And Malcolm says: “Wait a 
minute, this is a contradiction. Something wrong is going on here. 
Of course, we are individuals. We understand that. But the ways in 
which you separate me from my brother and sister on the block is 
just a way of viewing me as exceptional, incorporating me and still 
turning your eye or being indifferent toward my folk, my own 
family, community, slice of humanity.” Malcolm would never, ever 
sell out to the powers that be. There would never be enough money, 
position, power, whatever that would allow him to violate his 
integrity and what I would call his magnanimity. And that’s what 
makes Malcolm stand out these days, because everybody is up for 
sale, everything is up for sale. And if Malcolm were around and 
looked and saw all of these folk who have sold out he’d say: “I 
didn’t know there was such a mass movement of house Negroes.” 

Who would have thought that the expansion of the Black middle 
class would lead toward a re-niggerization of Black professionals, 
because that is really what you have. You have Black professionals 
who have big money, a lot of prosperity, but are still scared, 
intimidated, have low self-respect, don’t take a stand, don’t want to 
tell the truth about the situation, let alone say, “If you don’t respect 
the brother and sister on the block, the ones you send into prison, 


then you don’t respect me.” All they want is position, status, and 
cash. You see, Malcolm is too much of a challenge to them. That’s 
another reason why we need him, because he shakes us, doesn’t 
allow us to sell out in that way. 

ChB: I’d like to come back to the point you make as to the importance 
of music. As far as I know, Malcolm X—at least during the phase 
when he was a member of the Nation of Islam—would not often 
refer to music or use musical metaphors, probably owing to the 
restrictions imposed by the leaders. And yet, one associates him in 
his appearance, in his rhetoric with music, with the tradition of jazz, 
especially. 

CW: Malcolm was music in motion; he was Black music in motion; he 
was jazz in motion, and, of course, jazz has improvisation, swing, 
and the blues, as brother Wynton Marsalis says, those three 
fundamental elements. Malcolm could be improvisational; he could 
be so lyrical and so funny all at the same time, and in the next 
minute shift and be serious and push you against the wall. The way 
he spoke had a swing to it, had a rhythm to it; it was a call and 
response with the audience that you get with jazz musicians. And he 
was the blues. Blues is associated with catastrophe, and Malcolm 
would say over and over again: “You are not going to get something 
detached and disinterested from anybody who is sitting on the stove 
and the stove is burning their behind, no, they’re going to holler 
out, they are going to respond deeply and viscerally.” 16 He never 
forgot the Black folk on the stove. He never forgot the prison 
system: Black folk on the stove. Massive unemployment: Black folk 
on the stove. Indecent housing: Black folk on the stove. Inadequate 
healthcare: Black folk on the stove. And from the very beginning, 
from slavery to Jim Crow, so that the sense of catastrophe, the sense 
of emergency, the sense of urgency, the sense of needing to get it 
out, to cry out, to shout, somehow allowed that fire inside of his 
bones to be expressed with power and with vision. He never lost 
that. He never, ever lost that. The great Amiri Baraka has the same 
fire—literary genius, spiritual warrior, a Black revolutionary who 
never sold out. And that’s so rare these days. 


When you think about the legacy of Malcolm, you think, for 
example, of the great Reverend Walter Newton of Monroe, 
Louisiana, pastor of Bethel Baptist church. 17 He was full of fire. His 
son, Huey Newton, was full of fire, too. Yes, Huey was a preacher’s 
kid. Walter was just like Malcolm’s father, he was known to be 
always demonstrating, wouldn’t allow his wife to work in the white 
households, would stand in front of the police telling them the 
truth. That’s what Huey was exposed to when he was young. And 
Huey understood Malcolm’s spirit. And so did the Black Panther 
Party, Bobby Seale, 18 Ericka Huggins, 19 and so many others. They 
understood Malcolm’s spirit. The same is true of Amiri Baraka. 
Malcolm changed that brother’s life from Le Roi Jones to Amiri 
Baraka. 20 There was something in Malcolm’s sincerity, something in 
his integrity and his willingness to live and die that hit people so. 
He hit me hard too. Malcolm means the world to me, because he 
was someone with a deep love for people, in his case, especially, a 
love for Black people, and a willingness to speak the truth knowing 
that he would be crucified, knowing he would be demonized, 
knowing that he would be misunderstood, misconceived and yet 
continuing on in the Black context as well as the larger national and 
international context. And for someone to say I’m gonna bring the 
US government before the United Nations for the violation of 
human rights 21 —wow. Lord, Lord, that’s my kind of brother! 

ChB: I think, in a way, you break his message down to a core that would 
then also allow you to make the connection with the other figures, 
whereas in public discourse Malcolm X is usually separated from 
them owing to his demonization. In fact, the way you talked about 
why he is so important to you, you might even exchange the name 
and put in Martin Luther King, and there would be so many 
resonances, despite the differences with regard to certain issues. 

CW: That’s true. I think James Cone’s great book on Martin and 
Malcolm is still the best juxtaposition we have. 22 He understands 
that the two go hand in hand. You can’t talk about the one without 
the other. As for me, Malcolm has a revolutionary fire that Martin 
didn’t have; Martin has a moral fire from the very beginning that 


Malcolm didn’t get until later. Malcolm’s love for Black people is so 
strong and so intense that early on it leads him to call white folk 
devils and give up on them, and I think he is wrong about that. 
Martin never did that, but Martin doesn’t have the revolutionary fire 
that Malcolm had until the very end of his life. And by 
revolutionary fire I mean understanding the system under which we 
live, the capitalistic system, the imperial tentacles, the American 
empire, the disregard for life, the willingness to violate law, be it 
international law or domestic law. Malcolm understood that from 
very early on, and it hit Martin so hard that he does become a 
revolutionary in his own moral way later in his short life, whereas 
Malcolm had the revolutionary fire so early in life. It’s just that he 
had to continually grow into his analysis of the system, when he 
embraces critiques of imperialism and capitalism, and he just tells 
the truth: “It looks like vultures to me.” 23 He just lays it out. 

Now, Malcolm wasn’t talking that way in the 1950s, because he 
hadn’t been exposed to it. But he never allows the analysis of the 
system to override or displace his understanding of the psyches, the 
souls, and the culture of Black people. You have to hold both at the 
same time, your analysis of the system—capitalism, imperialism, 
patriarchy, homophobia, these days, the ecological catastrophe 
owing to the capitalist domination—but at the same time, the need 
for an unleashing of the fire of the soul and an acknowledgment of 
the power of the spirit that fortifies us in order to fight. You can’t be 
a warrior or a soldier without having your spirit intact, without 
having your sense of self-respect, self-regard, and self-esteem intact, 
and Malcolm always understood this fundamental truth. 

ChB: The fact that he would keep the systemic analysis in the 
background was in part probably due to the restrictions of the 
Nation of Islam in terms of political engagement. He was not 
supposed— 

CW: To be too politically involved. I hear what you are saying. The 
thing is, Elijah Muhammad did give Malcolm more freedom than he 
gave the other ministers, partly because Malcolm was just so 
charismatic, attracting so much attention. But at the same time, it’s 


also true that Elijah Muhammad’s own programs were not 
revolutionary programs at all—despite their powerful impact on 
many Black people, especially young Black men. 

ChB: Malcolm stood out in that regard. But he becomes more 
politicized, consciously speaking about the system, about capitalism, 
later, after his break with Elijah Muhammad. What is interesting, 
though, in your talking about Malcolm is that you don’t seem to rely 
on that break in your interpretation. As important as the change in 
Malcolm is—and I am sure you agree that it is—what you are saying 
is that there is a continuity that we must not overlook. 

CW: I think that Malcolm X’s break with Elijah Muhammad and the 
Nation of Islam was primarily driven by his deep love for Black 
people, and he did not see the Nation of Islam speaking to the 
suffering of Black people in the way that he would have liked. Now, 
we know there is a personal issue in terms of Elijah Muhammad’s 
relations with women and so forth, but politically and ideologically, 
Malcolm was driven into a more radical direction because he could 
not accept some of the theology of the Nation of Islam, that part 
that was still waiting for the mother plane to arrive, waiting for the 
reign of the white man to come to an end, which was not principally 
a matter of Black action but still divine action. So that even given 
Elijah Muhammad’s critique of Christian pie-in-the-sky theology, he 
still had an otherworldly element in his Black Muslim theology. And 
Malcolm was just more and more talking about human action and 
collective agency and organization on the ground. 

I think it’s impossible to understand the greatness of a Stokely 
Carmichael without understanding the impact of Malcolm’s talk 
about human agency and collective insurgency, 24 without any 
reference to any kind of otherworldly powers. By the time you get 
to the Black Panther movement, SNCC in its last stage, and then the 
League of Revolutionary Black Workers, Ken Cockrel, General 
Baker, Darryl Mitchell, 25 and others, you see Malcolm’s legacy. 
Other legatees of Malcolm X today, like Mumia Abu-Jamal 26 and 
Assata Shakur, 27 grand figures that they are—most of them are in 
jail; they’ve been actually in jail for twenty, thirty years—were real 


warriors; those were the real soldiers, and the counterintelligence 
program of the FBI knew these were the ones to target. 28 Roger 
Wareham of the December 12 movement 29 went to jail for so many 
years; Elombe Brath, and H. Rap Brown 30 —these are the ones we 
don’t really talk about because the system ran them down even 
though they are still holding on. And yet we need to take them very 
seriously. 

There are hundreds of political prisoners right now in America’s 
jails who were so taken by Malcolm’s spirit that they became 
warriors, and the powers that be understood them as warriors. They 
knew that a lot of these other middle-class leaders were not 
warriors; they were professionals; they were careerists. But these 
warriors had callings, and they have paid an incalculable and 
immeasurable price in those cells. Many changed their names; some 
became Muslims; they had that same Malcolm X-like spirit. The 
grand artist and legendary educator Haki Madhubuti was deeply 
influenced by Malcolm X, 31 and Sonia Sanchez 32 and others on the 
female side. The great Toni Morrison, she has got a Malcolm X spirit 
in her sense of being an intellectual warrior, a kind of literary 
soldier, as it were, even given all of the white acceptance in the 
establishments of our day, and I think Toni Morrison would be the 
first to acknowledge the tremendous impact on her of Malcolm’s 
revolutionary sincerity and his revolutionary love and his 
willingness to pay the ultimate price. 

ChB: In regard to organization, Malcolm X was really not as important 
as others we have talked about in terms of organizing, although he 
did his own organizing once he was independent. He founded two 
organizations, the Muslim Mosque Incorporated and the 
Organization of Afro-American Unity. We have talked about these 
prophetic activists in terms of organic intellectuals, so in what sense 
does he fit into that Gramscian model? 

CW: I think that Malcolm was indeed an organic intellectual, which is 
to say, he was a countervailing force and a counter-hegemonic voice 
against the powers that be. And by using all of the various linguistic 
tools that touch people’s souls and hearts and minds and body 


simultaneously, his critiques and visions connected with the people. 
During his life his major weapons were his fierce intellect, 
undeniable sincerity, and oral power of presentation. After his death 
his autobiography emerges as another kind of intellectual weapon. 
There is a sense in which Malcolm actually lives in a very powerful 
way among large numbers of people through the autobiography, 
even more than for people who saw him speak physically. 

ChB: So the organizing itself would not be necessarily part of the 
organic intellectual? 

CW: For Gramsci, the war of position includes raising the consciousness 
of people and motivating them to fight for justice. Malcolm 
specializes much more in these activities than in building and 
sustaining organizational structures. 

ChB: Malcolm X once said if you inspire the people, if you bring them to 
the political sense, you don’t have to worry any longer; they become 
active themselves. 33 So that would explain why he thought he 
could, through his rhetorical power, lead the path to a revolutionary 
spirit in the people. 

CW: I think that’s true. In that sense he sounds like Ella Baker. I think if 
Malcolm were to choose between a Luxemburgist versus a Leninist 
conception of organization, where a Luxemburgist would put much 
more stress on the radical consciousness arising among the people 
themselves, and the people themselves creating their own 
organization—the so-called spontaneity thesis, or more spontaneous 
forms of organization—versus Lenin, where you get professional 
revolutionaries who then go out and bring the masses inside of a 
vanguard party, then Malcolm would be highly suspicious of a 
Leninist orientation. He would be much closer to a Luxemburgist 
one. 

Just before he was shot, in New York in the Audubon Ballroom, 
Malcolm had planned on setting up his own mosque. He was a 
Sunni Muslim leader. When we think what it means to be a 
revolutionary Muslim in this day and age, when people are looking 
for ways in which Islam is compatible with democracy, compatible 


with progressive politics, compatible with revolutionary politics, 
Malcolm is a looming example of that. But he was going to be a 
Sunni Muslim clergyman with his own mosque, reaching out with 
his own organizations and programs for the poor. He would have 
relations with left wing-organizations, but he would not be a 
member of left-wing organizations. It’s a fascinating development 
that could have taken place, that could have created a paradigmatic 
model of what it means to be a revolutionary Muslim in the way in 
which King at the end of his life becomes a revolutionary Christian, 
and both perspectives begin more and more to overlap. Their 
critiques of capitalism and imperialism led the FBI and the CIA to 
view them and their followers as the most fundamental and 
formidable threat to the status quo in the history of America. There 
would have been nothing like it, especially at a moment when so 
many of the white middle-class youth were responding against the 
draft, responding against the Vietnam War, upset deeply with Jim 
Crow in the South—all converging at the same time, Good God 
Almighty. You have such a fiery situation for social change; there is 
no doubt about it. 

ChB: I think this is especially true for the US, because as we said in one 
of our other conversations, the Black Power movement had the 
difficulty of being too secular, not being able to stay in contact with 
Black masses who did not want to hear too secular a message. 

CW: That’s exactly right. But it’s very interesting in our present 
moment, where there is a rising atheistic movement in the country. 
Now nearly 20 percent of Americans call themselves atheists, 34 and 
there are various atheistic clubs and atheistic groups in the Black 
community as well. Secularism is becoming more widespread, and 
it’s a fascinating thing to see. Even as a Christian I think that a lot of 
this atheism is very healthy, because in many ways it is a rejection 
of the idolatry in the dominant churches; it’s a rejection of the gods 
—small “g”—who are being worshipped in mainstream America and 
in mainstream Black America, and that kind of atheism is always 
healthy for prophetic religious people. It’s healthy precisely because 
it allows people to freely think for themselves and engage in 


wholesale rejection of forms of idolatry, and, you see, the prophetic 
is predicated on critiques of idolatry. It is true that my atheistic 
brothers and sisters do not accept conceptions of God linked to love 
and justice as I do. But the atheistic movement itself can be one of 
the carriers of the prophetic tradition in its rejections of forms of 
idolatry that I find very healthy. 

And we haven’t had enough conversation about this in the 
country, let alone in Black America. You think of somebody like Bill 
Maher, my dear brother, who has played such an important role in 
giving me tremendous exposure around the country and the world 
in his TV shows, who is a proud atheist, a progressive atheist whose 
prophetic witness is undeniable. We could give many other 
examples in terms of popular culture; we have always had a number 
of prophetic atheists in the academy. If my only options for belief in 
God were the idols of our market culture, I would be an atheist too. 
But the Black prophetic tradition that produced me provides rich 
views of God that yield moral integrity, spiritual fortitude, and 
political determination. 

ChB: I am so surprised that you maintain secularism is on the move, 
whereas from a European perspective, my hunch would be that 
religiosity is on the move again, that there has been a major 
backlash as to the secular force of enlightened humanism in the last 
ten, twenty years or so. 

CW: Things have changed; the numbers are now turning in a very 
different direction. The new data that just came out in 2012 
reported that 18 percent of the country call themselves atheists. 35 
It’s a major leap; it’s the highest in the history of the country. 
Brother Robert Ingersoll 36 and brother Clarence Darrow, 37 two 
exemplary atheists back in the 1910s and ’20s, are coming back now 
with tremendous force. I love their prophetic witness. 

Much of the force of Malcolm’s prophetic witness is his critique of 
idolatry in America. And again, that coincidence of critiques of 
idolatry from prophetic secular figures and critiques of idolatry from 
prophetic revolutionary Islamic figures like Malcolm or prophetic 
revolutionary Christian figures like the later King is fascinating. Du 


Bois is secular in so many deep ways, yet as we saw, he has a 
profound spirituality. Frederick Douglass began as a religious man 
and seems to have ended up agnostic. Ella came out of the church, 
but she was agnostic, too, I think. 

ChB: Well, I think all these prophetic figures saw what Christianity 
could do to the suppressed, namely to suppress them even more. It 
was a tool, as you said before, of white supremacy. So there was 
always the ambivalence about the dangers of the church as an 
oppressive institution on the one hand, and on the other hand, the 
benefits of religion that might carry you on in your struggle. 

CW: That’s exactly right. And although we are unable to actually do a 
longer reflection on the great James Baldwin, we should not 
overlook the sublime fact that he exemplifies the prophetic tradition 
in a literary form and a political form on a very high level. When he 
left the church, as he says in order to preach the gospel, 38 he was 
agnostic from fourteen years old until he died. So he had the church 
in his heart and in his soul in terms of love, love, love, because he is 
on the love train; he is a love supreme kind of brother, like the one 
and only John Coltrane. But Baldwin is secular in terms of any 
cognitive commitments to God; he is agnostic to the core. 

ChB: I’d like to come to another issue that plays such a great role with 
all the activists, namely their stance vis-a-vis self-defense, the 
question as to whether to fight with military weapons or not. We 
have the position of nonviolence of Martin Luther King; we have 
Ella Baker’s pacifism; and we have the notion of self-defense in the 
case of Malcolm, which has always been exaggerated as militancy. 
Where do you stand on that? 

CW: Martin thought that there was something distinctive about the 
Negro, that we had certain peculiar spiritual gifts that allow us to 
withstand suffering and pain and respond by opting for a nonviolent 
strategy. It’s almost a kind of implicit moral superiority that we had 
accumulated over time that didn’t allow us to engage in that kind of 
gangster-like activity, whereas with Malcolm, you know, Malcolm 
would say over and over again: “I am the man you think you are. 


What do you think you would do after four hundred years of slavery 
and Jim Crow and lynching? Do you think you would respond 
nonviolently? What is your history like? Let’s look at how you have 
responded when you are oppressed. George Washington— 
revolutionary guerrilla fighter!” 39 Malcolm was just so direct. One 
could easily imagine his response to Johnny Carson if he’d been on 
The Tonight Show and had been asked, “Well, what do you think 
about the Negro problem? What does the Negro really 
want?”—“Well, brother Johnny, what do you really want? Do you 
want your children to live in a safe neighborhood, do you want a 
job with a living wage, do you want decent health care, do you 
want respect for yourself and your community? There is no Negro 
problem. We want what you want. We are the people you think you 
are. If you are in our situation, what do you think you would want? 
And how would you go about getting it?” As has been reported, 
Richard Nixon says in his files: “If I was a Black man I would be 
head of the Black Panther Party. If I was a Black man I wouldn’t put 
up with all this violation and exploitation. I’m Richard Nixon.” And 
all Malcolm would say is: “Listen to the Man.” You see what I mean. 
There is that line in Du Bois where he says that if in fact the slave 
insurrectionists were whites struggling against Black supremacy, 
they would be heroes in every corner of the European world. 40 So 
Malcolm was saying explicitly: “Be honest, y’all.” 

So when it comes to self-defense, it’s a matter of “by any means 
necessary,” as he said in the great Oxford Union Debate. 41 “Oh, my 
God, does that mean you pick up the gun?” “Do you have a history 
of picking up the gun? Did you drop the bombs on Nagasaki and 
Hiroshima? Whose history are we talking about? We are human 
beings, man. We just like you in that sense.” Now Martin would 
come back and say, “Malcolm, you are scaring them, brother. Oh, 
you got them so upset. They get so scared; they gonna be harder on 
us now than ever.” And Malcolm would say: “I’m not talking about 
strategy; I’m talking about the truth at this point. But Martin, we got 
to be honest, the community you are leading—even given your 
spiritual and moral ideals and vision—that’s how they really think. 
Most of them are just scared. They are scared to the core, and as 


long as they stay scared, they don’t even follow you in any serious 
way.” So you can imagine the juxtaposition there. 

If there was an imaginary meeting between Malcolm and Martin it 
would go as follows: Malcolm would say: “Brother Martin, Garvey 
and others have told us that the vast majority, the masses of Black 
people, will never be treated with dignity. They will always live 
lives of ruin and disaster tied to the prison system in the hoods and 
the projects. There might be spaces for the middle classes, but there 
will never be for the masses.” And Martin would say: “No, I can’t 
believe that. I just can’t. We’ve got to redeem the soul of America.” 
Malcolm would say: “There is no soul, Martin.” “That can’t be true, 
Malcolm.” But then Martin would come back to Malcolm and say: 
“So what you gonna do after you tell your truths? You gonna follow 
Elijah and create a Black state in the Southern United States that has 
the same chance as a snowball in hell?” Malcolm would come back 
and say: “But the chance of your integration full-scale is a snowball 
in hell too! It’s gonna be a truncated integration. It’s gonna be 
assimilation; it’s gonna be the bourgeoisification of Black people. 
Some may go all the way up to the White House, but even when 
they get to the White House, they still going to have the crack 
houses; they still gonna have the prison-industrial complex, and if 
he doesn’t say a mumbling word about the new Jim Crow, that’s 
going to get worse and worse, and unemployment will be getting 
worse and worse. So even with a Black person in the White House, 
Garvey is still right.” You see. 

And then Martin and Malcolm would look at each other with tears 
flowing down their faces because both of them love Black folk so, 
and they bend over and say: “Let’s sing a song. Let us sing a song.” 
You know what I mean. Maybe a little George Clinton, maybe a 
little Stevie Wonder. We need some Aretha Franklin here; we need 
some Billie Holiday and some Sarah Vaughan and some Curtis 
Mayfield. “Sing a song, Martin!” And Martin would say: “We gonna 
go crazy.” “No, we just gonna keep on pushin’.” Because it ain’t a 
question of what is at the moment credible; it’s a matter of what has 
integrity, of what is true, what is right, and what is worthy of those 
who struggled and died for us and for the precious children. That’s 
what brings Martin and Malcolm together. 



That’s what we need so much more now in our situation, because 
when you actually look at what some of the revolutionary solutions 
are, they seem to be so far-fetched, and usually when people see 
that, they say: “Let me go back to my careerism; let me go back to 
my individualism; let me go back to my hedonism; let me go back to 
my narcissism.” And Martin and Malcolm, with tears flowing as they 
both, in their sacrificial and magnificently loving ways, say: “No, 
just because the solutions are far-fetched, it doesn’t mean you sell 
your soul for a mess of pottage. That’s not the conclusion. This is 
not only about being successful. This is fundamentally about being 
faithful to the freedom struggle that has brought us as far as it has.” 

ChB: And Ella Baker would be right there and say: “The revolutionary 
process takes a long, long time, and we have to have the patience to 
maintain it, to keep it going.” 

CW: That’s exactly right, that revolutionary patience. Eldridge Cleaver 
wrote a piece years ago in a magazine on revolutionary patience. He 
was still a revolutionary at that time; he hadn’t become a right-wing 
Republican. But it’s a very difficult and very powerful notion of 
revolutionary patience, of keeping your integrity even when the rest 
of the world seems to want to sell everything and everybody, or buy 
everything and everybody. 

ChB: And claiming that the problem has gone, after all. 

CW: That’s the denial that goes hand in hand with the careerism. 

ChB: I would like to address the question of nationalism at this point, 
because you have been such a critic of nationalism. How does that 
affect your appreciation of Malcolm X? 

CW: Because I am such a critic of all forms of nationalism, be they 
Italian, German, Ethiopian, Japanese, American, or Black 
nationalism, I appreciate the progressive revolutionary versions of 
all of those nationalisms. 42 That’s why somebody like Walt Whitman 
still means much to me, although he is very much a nationalist. And 
Malcolm is a nationalist; he really is a Black Nationalist, though he 


represents a very revolutionary and progressive wing of it. I think 
nationalism is the dominant form of idolatry of modernity, and 
therefore internationalism and universalism for me has to be always 
at the center of how I think about the world and how I analyze the 
world. But we do come in specific human bodies, communities, 
nations; and therefore we do have to talk about gender and color 
and race, class and nation. Malcolm’s internationalism is something 
that, especially at the end of his life, becomes highly attractive and, 
in the end, indispensable for any serious talk about social change. 
The same is true with Martin, especially at the very end. Martin 
actually shifts from being a US patriot to becoming a serious 
revolutionary internationalist. 

But I have to be honest that Malcolm’s revolutionary Black 
Nationalism is something that cannot be overlooked. Think of 
Manning Marable’s powerful biography 43 —Manning was my very 
dear brother; I loved him very deeply, respected him dearly—I think 
that the fervor and the fire of Malcolm’s revolutionary Black 
Nationalism doesn’t come fully through in the text. I think that the 
book Herb Boyd and Amiri Baraka and others published in response 
to Marable’s book is a very important dialogue. 44 They make that 
point—and they are on to a very important insight there—that you 
can’t view Malcolm through the categories of mainstream leftist 
analysis. Malcolm as Social Democrat—that does not capture his 
fervor and his fire. That’s why I started this interview with Garvey, 
because Garvey was not a revolutionary Black Nationalist the way 
Malcolm was. But there is no Malcolm X without Marcus Garvey. 
There is no Malcolm X without Elijah Muhammad. It’s 
inconceivable. It’s impossible given his own personal pilgrimage, his 
own individual trajectory into becoming the great prophetic 
revolutionary figure that he was, and therefore we really have to 
wrestle with this issue of nationalism. How could it be that this 
Black Nationalist tradition dishes out such remarkable revolutionary 
fervor and insight? 

ChB: I think this is true of all our prophetic figures: they are more 
complex than we sometimes can deal with. We have to look at the 
various aspects, because it’s also true that Malcolm X did have 


notions of socialism, certainly of anti-capitalism. To come back to 
nationalism, I think what it achieves is it transcends the 
individualism once you have group thinking, a we-identity, a we- 
consciousness that makes you stronger. From your point of view, it 
is unfortunate when this we-identity is a national one, is a patriotic 
one. But then again, many of these intellectuals start with a patriotic 
sense of we-identity, which incorporates a civil rights struggle, and 
then move on to a fight for human rights. And there is a clear 
pattern of this shift, certainly in Du Bois; in King, too; and especially 
in Malcolm X. We can’t stop at civil rights; we have to move on to 
human rights, and then the struggle becomes international, and 
that’s another kind of we-identity. It is no longer limiting because it 
turns into a freedom to unite and identify with ideals that could be 
shared by all. 

CW: Shared by all, the species. And it even—as our animal rights 
brothers and sisters would say—includes all sentient beings. But 
because nation-states have been the shells into which most of the 
democratic possibilities have to filter, you have to deal with 
nationalisms and nation-states; there is no doubt about that. It’s just 
that you have to be able to have a we-consciousness that transcends 
nationalisms, and that is why the transnationalism and 
internationalism of the progressives and revolutionaries is so 
fundamental. I used to sit at the feet of Harry Haywood, who wrote 
a great autobiography called Black Bolshevik . 45 He was probably the 
most famous Black Communist in the twentieth century. He was the 
first to put forward the Black-nation thesis in the Soviet Union in 
the 1920s. And here he was, tied to an internationalist movement, 
Communist movement, that still was trying to get them to see that 
Black people constituted a nation that required its own self- 
determination and its own freedom and liberation. So, somehow, he 
is wrestling with the we-consciousness of Black people as a Black 
nation and the we-consciousness of being a Communist, which is the 
human race as a whole. And Harry Haywood and others who come 
after, such as the Communist Labor Party, led by Nelson Perry, was 
very important for the Black-nation thesis in the 1970s, which built 
on Haywood’s early work. We need to go back to some of those 


discussions given the interdependence and the international 
struggles today. I used to argue with brother Haywood, and I was 
very young and he was an old man, but we would go at it. I said 
that I believed in Black peoplehood, but not Black nationhood; that 
we were a distinct people who had created ourselves over against 
the emergence of a US nation-state that didn’t want to treat us with 
dignity and oftentimes didn’t want us here other than to exploit our 
labor. That means we are so tied into the emergence of the US 
nation-state and we are often tied to the nationalism, tied into the 
patriotism as well as tied into the chauvinism, because every 
nationalism that I know has been patriarchal, class-ridden, 
homophobic, and usually xenophobic, so that you have to be 
profoundly suspicious of all forms of nationalism. Yet nationalism is 
the very terrain upon which you must work. 

And I think part of the problem of the Black prophetic tradition is 
that some of us are so eager to become flag-wavers that we don’t 
want to bear the cross of internationalism that highlights the 
struggles of poor peoples here in our nation and all around the 
world. And that’s a fundamental question: Are you going to be a 
flag-waver or a cross-bearer? I use the cross here in a metaphoric 
sense, not just in a Christian sense. Malcolm was a cross-bearer 
rather than a flag-waver. In our day, the age of Obama, most Black 
leaders are flag-wavers; they don’t want to be cross-bearers at all. 
That’s the last thing they want to be. They want the acceptance of 
the US nation-state; they want the acceptance of the US mainstream. 
So they are silent on drones; they are silent on the centrality of the 
new Jim Crow in terms of Black life; they are silent on the trade 
union movement being crushed; they are silent on the Wall Street 
criminality. And this is the challenge of the Black prophetic 
tradition at its best, with Malcolm the exemplary revolutionary 
wing. Not every member of the Black prophetic tradition is a 
revolutionary like Malcolm. He’s a very special kind of brother. He 
really is. There is no Black prophetic tradition without the Malcolms 
and others, but he is very distinct in this regard. But at the same 
time, if we don’t come to terms with this challenge, then we end up 
being just these deferential flag-wavers, thinking that somehow we 
are keeping alive the Black prophetic tradition. This self-deception 



must be shattered—in each and every generation. 

ChB: What do you think about the legacy of Malcolm X? For a long time 
there was no strong legacy, but it picked up again in the nineties, 
when, as critics would claim, he entered popular culture. What 
becomes of him in being appropriated by popular culture? Is it 
really a genuine Malcolm, in your sense, that is evolving there, or is 
it just an icon that is about memory, maybe even nostalgia about a 
dead man, rather than evoking a revolutionary struggle? 

CW: On the one hand, the centrality of memory of the revolutionary 
wing of the Black prophetic tradition—Malcolm is a grand example 
of that—the memory of him and the others is very important. That’s 
why, in a certain sense, I thank Spike Lee, Denzel Washington, and 
the others who forced us to talk about Malcolm. 46 Now, in a highly 
commodified country, Malcolm will become commodified. 47 In a 
country obsessed with patriotism, they will designate a stamp for 
him. That’s the last thing he wanted. “I want a free people. I don’t 
want a stamp.” 

ChB: As to the stamp, to me it exemplifies the demonized Malcolm. The 
photograph chosen is quite unbecoming, showing a strained, almost 
sinister facial expression that is highlighted by the unnatural twist 
of his eyes. This image enforces the marginalization from the point 
of view of the mainstream. 

CW: The fact that the establishment authorizes the stamp with that 
image is part of the paradox; that’s part of the contradiction. But to 
keep alive the memory, even when you have the stereotype, you 
have the occasion to call it into question and therefore constitute a 
continuation of the conversation, because to wipe him completely 
out of memory, that’s the sad thing. You go to a group of young 
people—Let’s say I would go to Newark and talk and write on the 
board “Malcolm X,” they would say: “Malcolm the tenth, who was 
he?” That’s to wipe out his memory, you see what I mean. Whereas 
when you say “Malcolm X,” “Yeah, didn’t brother Spike make a 
movie about that Negro”—they wouldn’t say “Negro”; they use the 
n-word—“make a movie about that nigger? Yeah, I don’t know too 


much about him, but Spike was getting it on, Spike was getting it 
on.” At least you have a hook to say, “Well, let’s see who Spike was 
talking about.” Now, granted, you get the critiques of Spike’s film 
from brother Amiri Baraka, brother Maulana Karenga, and the 
others. 48 And that’s wonderful, because they are veteran 
revolutionaries themselves, and they want to preserve the integrity 
of the memory of Malcolm. And Spike is the younger generation, 
and Spike is not a revolutionary. He is a courageous and gifted artist 
and a towering figure in a deeply racist Hollywood trying to make 
movies about Black people as full-fledged human beings. And he is 
close to Obama, too. He has his critique of Obama, I think, but he is 
very close to Obama, raised big money for Obama. But I do thank 
Spike for having the courage to take Malcolm’s greatness on. And no 
one can do full justice to Malcolm in a film, book, or interview. It’s 
just a fact. Even James Baldwin’s script, which, I am sure, was 
powerful—I never read it—but he couldn’t do justice to Malcolm, no 
way. 49 And even, for example, the New Black Panthers—and of 
course, you know Bobby Seale and the others have criticized them 
and in some ways condemned them: “This is not a continuation of 
what we were doing; they are too anti-white; they are too 
xenophobic”—and brother Bobby Seale has got some very good 
points to make, but I still have a certain love for the New Black 
Panther Party. They can learn; they can grow; but they have a 
certain fearlessness like Malcolm. Why? Because they talk about his 
courage, and you can be courageous and still xenophobic—you need 
to call it xenophobia—but they are at least willing to stand up and 
at least keep certain organizations going, and they can mature the 
way Malcolm himself matured. 

In our time, the spirit of Malcolm X is most clearly expressed in 
the revolutionary politics of Black Agenda Report, led by my dear 
brother Glen Ford and brother Bruce Dixon and sister Nellie Bailey, 
sister Margaret Kimberley, brother Anthony Monteiro, and sister 
Leutisha Stills. 50 I also discern his spirit in the courageous work of 
my dear brother Carl Dix of the Revolutionary Communist Party, led 
by brother Bob Avakian, 51 as well as the prophetic witness of Chris 
Hedges, Glenn Greenwald, and Larry Hamm. 52 Needless to say, the 


lives and work of the great Harry Belafonte and renowned James 
Cone still speak loudly. 53 The dramatic art of brother Wren Troy 
Brown’s great Ebony Repertory Theatre is a sign of hope, as are the 
scholarly works of Robin D. G. Kelley, Imani Perry, Katie Geneva 
Cannon, Emilie Townes, Matthew Briones, Andre Willis, Michael 
Hanchard, Leonard Harris, Eddie Glaude, Gerald Horne, Farah 
Jasmine Griffin, Lucius Outlaw, and others. And the musical artistry 
of Dead Prez, KRS-One, Immortal Technique, Brother Ali, Jasiri X, 
Javon Jackson, Ravi Coltrane, Rah Digga, Mos Def, E-40, Erykah 
Badu, Jill Scott, India.Arie, the Last Poets, James Mtume, Lupe 
Fiasco, and others keep the memory of Malcolm X’s legacy alive. But 
the issue of memory in a commodified society is always difficult; it’s 
very hard, and that’s part of our challenge. Malcolm’s revolutionary 
parrhesia —that unintimidated, fearless, frank, plain speech and 
putting your body on the line—is the core of our challenge. This 
kind of prophetic witness can never fully and thoroughly be 
crushed. Even when you kill the body, the words still linger in the 
air, and it touches people. People take it and run and do with it 
what they will, and that’s part of breaking that cycle of hatred and 
domination that we talked about in relation to Ella Baker. But you 
and I know it is impossible to even think about the Black prophetic 
tradition without making Malcolm X a central figure in it, regardless 
of what the mainstream thought then, thinks now, or will think in 
the future. 



IdaB. Wells, 1893 


CHAPTER SIX 

Prophetic Fire 



IDA B. WELLS 


We wanted to end our conversation on a high note full of the prophetic 
fire we started with. Thus in January 2013, we met on two consecutive 
days to discuss first Malcolm X and then Ida B. Wells. As far apart as 
they are in time and as different as they are in social background, they 
share an uncompromising radical spirit that is expressed in fearless 
speech. Yet such boldness is the more extraordinary in a woman, let 
alone a woman in the nineteenth century. As a female voice in the Black 
prophetic tradition, Wells, like Ella Baker, has often been a victim of 
public amnesia. We want to honor her outstanding example of prophetic 
witness by giving her the last word. 

Christa Buschendorf: With Ida B. Wells, we go back to the nineteenth 
century, where we started. Historically speaking, she stands 
between Frederick Douglass and W. E. B. Du Bois, and she knew 
both men personally. Wells was the pioneering figure in the anti¬ 
lynching campaigns of her day, and the way in which she 
courageously and undauntedly took up a difficult and dangerous 
struggle against prejudices about the “beastly nature” of the Black 
man, certainly renders her a worthy candidate in our series of long¬ 
distance freedom fighters in the Black prophetic tradition. Like Du 
Bois, she was shaped by Victorian America, and her bourgeois 
background means that evaluating her from today’s point of view is 
difficult. We have to contextualize her, and so we will try to get at 
her core by doing just that. So could you start by assessing Ida B. 



Wells’s importance in the tradition of the Black struggle for 
freedom? 

Cornel West: Ida B. Wells is not only unique, but she is the exemplary 
figure full of prophetic fire in the face of American terrorism, which 
is American Jim Crow and Jane Crow, when lynching occurred 
every two and a half days for over fifty years in America. And this is 
very important, because Black people in the New World, in the 
Diaspora, Brazil, Jamaica, Barbados, were all enslaved, but no group 
of Black people were Jim Crowed other than US Negroes. And what 
I mean by Jim Crow is not just terrorized, not just stigmatized, not 
just traumatized, but, what we talked about before, niggerized. 
Black people were first reaching citizenship after the most barbaric 
of all civil wars in modern times—750,000 dead, we are told now. 1 
Black people are made slaves, then citizens, then are remade into 
subjects who are subjected to an American terrorist order—despite 
Black resistance. They are no longer slaves in the old sense, yet not 
citizens, but sub-citizens, namely subjects, namely Negroes, namely 
niggers who are wrestling with this terror. 

Why is this important? Because, I would argue, Jim Crow in some 
ways is as important as slavery in understanding the mentality, 
understanding the institutions, and understanding the destiny of 
Black folk. A lot of people want to jump from slavery into the civil 
rights movement. But, no, right when the American social order was 
providing opportunities for white immigrants all around the world 
between 1881— Let’s begin with the pogroms that escalate in 
Russia at the time with the death of the tsar 2 and the waves of white 
immigrants who come to the United States and who begin to gain 
access to some of the opportunities afforded here—that is precisely 
the time in which Jim Crow emerged. It consolidates in the 1890s, 
along with the American imperial order in the Philippines and Cuba, 
Guam, and other territories. So you get six million people of color 
outside the United States, and you get the terrorized, traumatized, 
stigmatized order, which is a Jim Crow order, in the United States. 
That’s the context for Ida. 

Why is she so unique? Well, the textbook version of Black history 
is the following. You get W. E. B. Du Bois versus Booker T. 


Washington: The nice little deodorized discourse of Booker T., who 
is tied to the white elites, who has access to tremendous amounts of 
money, who has his own political machine, moving in to take over 
Black newspapers and pulling Black civic organizations under his 
control while refusing to say a mumbling word publicly about 
lynching, which was the raw face of American terrorism against 
Black people. Then you get Du Bois, who did want to talk about 
civil rights, who did want to talk about political rights, but in no 
way targeted the lynching face of American terrorism the way Ida B. 
Wells did. Ida B. Wells, in so many ways, teaches us something that 
we rarely want to acknowledge: that the Black freedom movement 
has always been an anti-terrorist movement, that Black people in 
America had a choice between creating a Black al-Qaeda or a 
movement like Ida B. Wells’s, which was going to call into question 
the bestiality and barbarity and brutality of Jim Crow and American 
terrorism and lynching, but would do it in the name of something 
that provided a higher moral ground and a higher spiritual ground 
given her Christian faith, not opting for a Black al-Qaeda that says, 
“You terrorize us; we terrorize you. You kill our children; we kill 
your children.” No, not an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, where 
we end up both blind and toothless. She said: “We want a higher 
moral ground, but I’m going to hit this issue head-on.” 

And that is in so many ways relevant today, because we live in an 
age in which people are talking about terrorism, about terror, all the 
time. Here we have much to learn from an Ida B. Wells, who was 
born a slave, orphaned young—both her parents die of yellow fever 
in Hollis Springs, Mississippi. She makes her way with two of her 
sisters to Memphis, is run out of Memphis, even as she begins to 
emerge as a prophetic voice in Free Speech and Headlight, a 
newspaper that she begins to edit, and then with the lynching of 
three men in Memphis, brother Tom and brother Calvin and brother 
Will, on March 9, 1892, 3 the white elite puts a bounty on her head, 
because she wants to tell the truth—like Malcolm X, parrhesia again, 
the fearless speech. Thank God for T. Thomas Fortune, who 
welcomed her to New York and invited her to write for his 
newspaper, the New York Age. 4 And this was where she published 


the two classics, Southern Horrors, in 1892, and A Red Record, in 
1895. 

And it is important to use the language of American terrorism, 
because we live in an age where, when people think of terrorism, 
they usually think of a very small group of Islamic brothers and 
sisters, whereas, of course, terrorism has been integral to the 
emergence and the sustenance of the American democratic 
experiment, beginning with indigenous peoples and slavery. But 
after the Civil War, we get a new form of terrorism—crimes against 
humanity—that sits at the center of American life, and Ida B. Wells 
forces us to come to terms with that. 

ChB: Maybe we should mention the interim of Reconstruction, because 
right after the Civil War the situation was improving in terms of 
political power of Blacks. And what Ida B. Wells reveals then—in 
contrast to the understanding of most people, including Black 
people, including Douglass—what she reveals is that it is in reaction 
to the very success of Black people, their rising on the social ladder, 
their becoming respectable, learned, and a political power, too, that 
terrorism sets in. And she saw through the story that was fabricated 
at the time that this was all about Black men wanting white women; 
she saw that it was a pretext; that, in fact, what this was all about 
was a reaction to a change of the hierarchical order, and, of course, 
especially in the South, where white people did not want Black 
people to rise. And I think that is the truth she told in all 
fearlessness, a truth that was very important even for Blacks to 
understand. 5 

CW: I think that’s very true. Actually, I would go to 1876 and 1877 
with the so-called Compromise, which is a capitulation that allowed 
for the withdrawal of the military troops in the South, which would 
allow for states’ rights to become predominant, which would allow 
for white supremacists powers to take over so that the Ku Klux Klan 
and the White Citizens’ Councils would move into positions of 
power culturally, economically, and politically, and so Black folk 
would be subject to that kind of terror. The troop withdrawal 
allowed for an emerging reconciliation between the former foes, the 


Confederacy and the Union. Now the South and the North are able 
to view themselves more and more as a family, and they are unified 
by the scapegoat, they are unified by these Black folk who are 
sacrificed with the withdrawal of the troops. 

It had much to do, of course, with the fact that other issues were 
emerging, issues of depression, issues of international relations, and 
they were just tired of dealing with the so-called race question; they 
were tired of dealing with the legacy of white supremacy. So that 
even great figures like William Lloyd Garrison—for whom I have 
tremendous respect, who gave his time, energy, and life to abolish 
slavery—do not engage in the kind of follow-through to deal with 
the vicious legacy of white supremacy after the Civil War. Now that 
slavery is over, the notion is “Thank God, it’s all done; the business 
is over.” 

Now, let me tell a story. I was at West Point the other day and was 
talking to a number of students and professors there. The biggest 
picture in the library they have at West Point is of Robert E. Lee, 
who was superintendent of West Point when he was part of the 
Union army, but was only a colonel in the Union army. He became a 
general in the Confederate army. And the painting they have of him 
is in Confederate attire, with a Black slave bowing in the right 
corner. So Lee is a general in the army of rebels and traitors against 
West Point. They were telling me that the reconciliation on the 
military front began when the soldiers from the South joined the 
soldiers in the North in the Spanish-American War, so that the 
imperial front becomes a space for them of coming together. Then, 
by the end of the Spanish-American War, lo and behold, West Point 
embraces the memory of Robert E. Lee. Then, in 1971, President 
Nixon tries to force them to have a monument to Confederate troops 
and Confederate soldiers. Nixon appoints Alexander Haig to 
establish the monument. There was Black opposition—they had just 
admitted Black soldiers to West Point in the sixties—the Black 
cadets strongly rejected the idea; there was tremendous disarray, 
and West Point gave up on the idea. So you see, this tribute to the 
legacy of white supremacy remains integral to West Point, past and 
present. 

So on the imperial front, after Reconstruction, the white 



Southerners and the white Northerners were able to come together, 
subordinate the peoples of color in Hawaii, in Guam, in the 
Philippines, in Puerto Rico, and domestically subordinate the Black 
folk, so that, lo and behold, the Confederate and the Union view 
themselves as part of a cantankerous family not really at odds over 
whether the Union ought to exist or not, but a cantankerous family 
whose members have more in common than what separates them. 
And there is a united front against Black folk internally and brown 
folk externally, and to me this is really important, because Ida B. 
Wells is willing to speak courageously and sacrificially and candidly 
about the brutality of American terrorism at home and acknowledge 
the terrorism abroad. 6 

Unlike Booker T. Washington, Ida B. Wells publicly denounced 
lynching. Du Bois is not really hit by the issue until he sees the 
knuckles of lynching victim Sam Hose on display in Atlanta, gives 
up his detached, disinterested, scientific orientation and becomes a 
political activist—now this is seven years after Ida B. Wells has a 
bounty on her head! 

ChB: True. But it needed that confrontation, and he reacts to the 
experience, whereas Ida B. Wells has that experience earlier; she is 
in the South. And in the Memphis lynching, one of the three victims, 
Tom Moss, was one of her close friends; she was godmother to his 
daughter. So I think it is about the immediate confrontation, and 
when Du Bois is confronted, it changes his life just as much as it 
changed her life. 

CW: That’s true. But you know, Du Bois is in Nashville in the 1880s as 
a student at Fisk University and then teaches those two summers 
there in a small town in Tennessee, so he must have heard about the 
lynching and the terror. 

ChB: In his autobiography he writes about that very different kind of— 
He would not call it terror but a kind of discrimination of Blacks in 
the South that he was not used to. But as far as I remember, he does 
mention lynching, but it is the lynching of Sam Hose that, as he puts 
it, “startled me to my feet.” 7 


CW: Exactly. But there is something about—and I love it—sister Ida B. 
Wells’s rebellious spirit. As a youth, she had a deep suspicion of 
authority. 8 She reminds me of Malcolm, and Malcolm reminds me of 
her in terms of this willingness to be candid and honest about any 
sources of pain and suffering, and you speak to it directly regardless 
of the price, regardless of what burden goes along with it, or 
whatever cost you have to pay. 

ChB: The first time she was so courageous was when her parents had 
just died and the community decided to distribute the children, her 
five younger siblings, to be adopted by other families, and as a 
young girl of sixteen, she says: “No. No way. You can’t do that. Give 
me a job instead, and I will take care of my brothers and sisters.” It 
was unheard of for so young a woman to be the independent head 
of a family, and it was highly suspicious, and she got the reaction of 
the community in the form of really vicious slander: when Dr. Gray, 
a white physician, returned the savings her dying father had 
entrusted to him, and when the community noticed the transaction 
taking place in the town square, she is immediately suspected of 
prostituting herself. So we see early in life the bravery of a young 
woman who would take the responsibility for her family, which was 
something that did not fit into the Victorian model of womanhood, 
and thus people resented it and consequently suspected her of a 
transgression of quite a different type. That is the first moment 
when you see her courage. 

CW: So true. Then we get her Rosa Parks-like act of protest on the 
railroad train. That’s still very early in her life. She refuses to give 
up her seat in the first-class ladies’ coach and is removed by force. 
She takes it to the court; she wins; the case goes to a higher court; 
she loses; she must pay fees, but she takes a stand. You are so right 
about this willingness of this young, militant, uncompromising, 
bold, and fearless woman. 

ChB: And she sacrifices, because she can’t finish school, and when later 
she attends a graduation ceremony at her former school, she is in 
tears because she was not able to graduate. That was the price she 


had to pay. She makes up for it with her own tireless efforts to learn 
and to read, but it is a price she has to pay for speaking out and for 
taking care of her family. 9 

CW: And as a teacher taking care of the family, she discovered that she 
was being paid thirty dollars a month and the white teachers are 
being paid more than twice that much. She could already see the 
deeply racist practices there. And we should note, of course, her 
summers at Fisk University. Like Du Bois, she did spend time at Fisk 
University. But it also shows she has a tremendous drive for 
studying and love of learning, not just for knowledge in the abstract 
but also the very process of coming to know, the very process of 
being committed to exploring, a sense of intellectual adventure, 
trying to be culturally cultivated in a variety of different ways by 
means of voracious reading, conversation, dialogue. 

ChB: As a young woman teaching, she reaches out to young men. In 
part, of course, she is looking for a partner; that was natural at her 
age. But sometimes what she wants is a companion to talk with and 
to be inspired by, someone who is an intellectual, and she loves 
these discussions but has the problem of decorum, because she is 
admonished that this is not done. You need a chaperone, all these 
rules of etiquette against which she often rebels. 10 Another point, 
though, in terms of learning and aspiring to more learning: she is 
never allowed to teach above the fourth grade, and at one point she 
realizes that this is unsatisfactory—and here her activist side comes 
to the fore. She wants to be more influential by becoming a 
journalist and discovers that this is her true vocation. She writes: “It 
was through journalism that I found the real me.” 11 

CW: You know, Ida B. Wells was the first Black correspondent to a 
major white newspaper, the Daily Inter-Ocean in Chicago, when she 
was on her tour in Britain, forming the British Anti-Lynching Society 
—not because Britain had a lynching problem. Britain was deeply 
racist, but they never had a Jim Crow system. Yet progressive 
British whites were deeply concerned about the lynching taking 
place in America. And Ida went there in the 1890s twice and helped 


form that society and wrote various articles back to that Chicago 
newspaper. But as a journalist, she had a vocation to tell the truth at 
an observational level. It reminds me in some ways of the great text 
of Theodore Weld and Angelina Grimke, American Slavery As It Is, 12 
which became a best seller in 1839. And it was observational; it was 
like William Cobbett 13 in England or Harriet Martineau, 14 where 
you observe and picture for your audience in a dramatic fashion the 
suffering and the misery of your fellow human beings, in this case of 
Blacks vis-a-vis a white audience. And what Ida B. Wells does as a 
journalist is not just report in a regular way, but she presents these 
dramatic portraits with statistics, with empirical data, but also 
stories. Ida was saying: “Let me tell you about these seventeen 
lynchings, where the myth was to protect white womanhood’s 
purity and so forth. No, there was a fear of economic competition. 
No, there was a sense of arbitrary targeting of these Black men that 
had nothing to do whatsoever with white sisters.” So you are right 
about the journalistic vocation and the calling. And, my God, 
journalism is about dead in America today, given that most 
journalists are extensions of the powers that be, but in those days 
there was prophetic witness, and Ida B. Wells was one of the great 
pioneers of this prophetic journalism. 

ChB: Yes, she was what today we would call an investigative journalist, 
because she often travelled to the places where the lynching had 
happened and she investigated what was going on there. And then 
she found out what you just said about the pretext of lynching and 
the truth. But sometimes she was too radical even for her time. In 
May 1892, in the context of the Memphis lynching, she warned her 
white male fellow citizens that they should not go too far: 

Eight Negroes lynched since last issue of the Free Speech. Three were charged with 
killing white men and five with raping white women. Nobody in this section believes 
the old thread-bare lie that Negro men assault white women. If Southern white men 
are not careful they will over-reach themselves and a conclusion will be reached 

which will be very damaging to the moral reputation of their women. 1 3 

But here, as in so many other cases, when she was really radical, 


she had to cope with the consequences, and the consequences were 
severe, because, in this case, with her insinuation of consensual 
relationships between white women and Black men, she had 
enraged the white elite of Memphis, who in reaction formed a 
“committee” of leading citizens who completely demolished the 
printing office of the Free Speech. 16 But often she was even too 
provocative for her journalist colleagues, so even at a time when, as 
you pointed out, journalism was more substantial, she went over the 
top sometimes. 

CW: Yes, when you think of the history of American journalism, people 
often evoke Upton Sinclair and even Jack London and other 
muckrakers who were investigating various forms of social injustice 
and social misery. But Ida B. Wells was there ten, fifteen years 
before. The Jungle was published by 1906, 17 while Ida B. Wells was 
already there in 1892. As to her radicality, it shows in her statement 
about the Winchester rifle: that ought to have a place of honor in 
every Black household. 18 Now that’s going to get our dear sister into 
a whole lot of trouble. She sounded like Deacons for Defense, Robert 
Williams down in North Carolina, the Black Panther Party, Huey 
Newton, which is about self-defense: arm yourself and make sure 
you police the police, so the police do not kill you. 19 

ChB: And, again, it was the incident of the lynching in Memphis, when 
she herself bought a revolver and said, “Well, if I’m attacked, I 
won’t die like a dog, but I will see to it that someone else—” 

CW: “—Goes before me.” 20 Now, you would not hear that out of a 
Booker T. Washington or W. E. B. Du Bois, maybe a William Monroe 
Trotter. 21 I could hear William Trotter saying something like that, 
actually. But when you are so far ahead of your time, full of so 
much prophetic fire as Ida B. Wells—and then, when she marries 
Ferdinand Barnett, Ida B. Wells-Barnett—the level of loneliness is 
intense. You feel all by yourself, isolated, misunderstood, and 
misperceived. We see this over and over again in our prophetic 
figures. This is something she probably exemplifies more so than 
any of the figures that we have examined. 


ChB: And in part because she is a woman, and you expect less of that 

kind of blazing spirit of hers, that militancy, in a woman. 22 As I said 
before, she did not succumb to the image of the Victorian woman, 
although she grew out of an education that was very strict, teaching 
her to adhere to that very model, and you see the impact of that 
education in her early years, 23 before she renounced that ideal, and 
said, “To hell with it, I am here to do something for others.” For 
example, when her case against the railroad was overthrown, she 
said she was very disappointed because with her trial she had 
wanted to achieve something for her people. 24 The responsibility 
she feels as an activist is her focus now, and she is less occupied 
with respectability and proper behavior. At the same time, she 
always has to defend herself, because she is so often attacked for 
being a woman who is— 

CW: Independent and free-thinking. Now, of course, in that case against 
the railroad, her lawyer is bought off by the railroad. They pay a 
bribe to him, and he actually succumbs, you know. This Negro, he is 
selling his soul, while she is fighting for justice. So she has to get a 
white lawyer who has more integrity in order to fight her case, and 
yet at the same time she doesn’t give up on the Negro; she just 
recognizes how cowardly some of these bourgeois Negroes can be. 
When we think of two classic texts by Evelyn Higginbotham and 
Kevin Gaines on the politics of respectability and the difficulty of 
women, especially in a Victorian period in which respectability has 
such weight and gravity, 25 we see an obsession with gaining access 
to status and stature, with a sense of decorum and tact. Ida B. Wells 
is able to show that bourgeois respectability is usually a form not 
just of moral blindness and political cowardice, but it is also a form 
of conformity that hides and conceals some of the more vicious 
realities going on in that day. Picture this: Ida B. Wells is focusing 
on the barbarity of American terrorism while the mainstream is 
preoccupied with the politics of respectability. Most female citizens 
of the time are trying to prove to the male normative gaze that they 
are worthy of being treated in a certain kind of way. All the burden 
is on them: “You have to show yourself worthy for us to be 


accepting of you.” And Ida B. Wells shatters that, so that the cost 
that she has to pay at that time is enormous, and yet she comes back 
to us as, in some ways, a contemporary, for we take for granted the 
emptiness of these forms of respectability she attempted to shatter 
at tremendous personal cost. 

ChB: To come back to her loneliness, she was active in so very many 
organizations, it’s incredible, but they were bourgeois organizations, 
Christian organizations, that is, all middle-class organizations, and 
working within those groups, her base was the middle class. 
Especially later on, when she lived in Chicago, she was often lonely 
because she went too far for the middle-class sensibilities, and the 
sensibilities of middle-class women in particular, and she was not 
ready to compromise. In fact, she often scolded herself for her 
temper and told herself that she would have to be more reticent, 
and when she failed and refused to compromise, she ended up being 
marginalized within an organization that in some cases she had 
founded herself. 

CW: Over and over again. I think there was a kind of a myth of Ida B. 
Wells-Barnett that she was difficult to get along with, when, in fact, 
she would advocate the truth. 26 You can go right down the row: Her 
critique of Booker T. Washington about his reticence to say a word 
about American terrorism, 27 and he comes at her very intensely: 
“Oh she is ridiculous.” 28 Her critique of W. E. B. Du Bois, who did 
take her name off of the list at the founding of the NAACP, and she 
comes at him, too. Her mistreatment by Black women in the Black 
club movement that she had helped initiate; there was an Ida B. 
Wells Club in Chicago, and she didn’t get enough respect from them. 
Mary Church Terrell 29 and Margaret Washington, the wife of Booker 
T. Washington, both became presidents in the Black club movement 
organization that Ida B. Wells-Barnett created, while she herself was 
never, ever a national president. But also her willingness to take on 
powerful white sisters, like Mary Ovington in the NAACP. They 
clashed, and Wells was explicit about her critique of Ovington’s 
paternalism, her racist and sexist arrogance toward her. 30 The same 
would be true with the famous case of Frances Willard. When 


Willard is in England, Wells attacks her: “Well, you are talking 
about woman’s rights in America, and you are pushing it here in 
England, you haven’t said a mumbling word about lynching.” “Well, 
maybe I have.” “Well, where is it then?” Willard got caught, she was 
exposed, and Ida was quite explicit about that. 31 But we have that 
kind of willingness with Wells to tell the truth, Black men, white 
men, white women, Black women. Other than Ferdinand and the 
kids and the Sunday school class she so loved and taught for ten 
years, 32 there is not a whole lot left. Jane Addams 33 was a friend, of 
course, but Wells had a critique of Jane Addams, too. So you would 
want to say: “Ida, this is Socratic and prophetic all the way down. 
How does one cope with this loneliness?” She reminds me of my 
dear sister, comrade, and coauthor bell hooks 34 for all of her 
courage, consistency, and compassion. 

ChB: And yet Wells is so untiring in her activities. There is always so 
much she is doing at the same time, so that she is active instead of 
becoming discouraged or even depressed. 

CW: That’s a good point: she is forever going at it. Even though, you 
know, there are moments in Crusade for Justice, her great classic 
autobiography, that bring tears to your eyes, when she feels as if she 
was often abandoned by her own people 35 and never really 
appreciated by the movements that she helped initiate and create. 
She was willing to stand alone—her view was, “I don’t mind being 
the lonely Negro who stands up for truth”—and yet I also get a 
sense that she did yearn and long for some kind—not just of 
comradeship but an appreciation of the depth of her sacrifice and 
the breadth of her contribution to the movement. 

ChB: There is something else linked to that, namely, that so many times 
her emphasis is on the unity of Black people, or rather the lack of it. 
In her autobiography, she quotes extensively from a provocative 
address W. T. Stead delivered at Bethel AME Church in Chicago in 
1894, in which he exclaimed: “You people have not been lynched 
enough! You haven’t been lynched enough to drive you together! [. . 
.] Any ten-year-old child knows that a dozen persons fighting as one 


can make better headway against ten times its number than if each 
were fighting singlehanded and alone.” 36 Wells-Barnett herself 
makes that point often, and like Stead, gets angry that it seems to be 
impossible for Blacks to show the cohesion that is needed for 
effective political fight. Unity, coherence in political struggle was of 
great importance to her, and she was often disappointed that she 
couldn’t make herself understood to her co-fighters. 37 

CW: I think that one of the loneliest roads to travel is to be a de- 
niggerized Black person among a niggerized people. She sees the 
great potential of Black people, but she also sees the fear, the 
insecurity, the inferiority complexes, the cowardliness, the 
conformity, the complacency, the apathy, the inertia among the 
people. I guess she felt what the great Harriet Tubman is known to 
have felt when she went into the belly of the slavocracy beast so 
many times: “I rescued many slaves, but I could have saved a 
thousand more if the slaves knew they were slaves.” Mentally, 
psychically, spiritually, they were still tied to the master, and the 
decolonizing of the mind, heart, and soul had to go hand-in-hand 
with an attempt to break from the institution of slavery, and I think 
this is something Ida B. Wells was wrestling with during the phase 
of American terrorism and Jim Crow. She was dealing especially 
with middle-class Negroes, because you are right that so much of 
her world was still circumscribed by a middle-class world. I think 
she had a deep love for poor Black people, but she was not a part of 
the organizations of poor Black people. Now as a Baptist, she was a 
member of the largest denomination of Black people as a whole, 
with large numbers of poor Black people. The best friend I have ever 
had—my dear brother James Melvin Washington—wrote the great 
book on Black Baptists called Frustrated Fellowship. 38 Sister Ida was 
deeply frustrated with Black Baptists who were often stratified by 
class in local churches. This class division made it difficult for Ida B. 
Wells to be able to fully be what she would have liked to be, which 
was a freedom fighter grounded in the organizations of Black people 
across the board, poor, working class, rural, urban, whatever. 

ChB: But although she was not based in the poor people’s organizations 


or activities, she would always work for them, and she went to their 
neighborhoods, and then, again, she was disappointed by the ladies 
in the clubs with whom she wanted to work in those neighborhoods, 
because they would say: “Oh no, we won’t go there.” 39 She was 
ready to do just that and to be on the spot for the poor people to try 
to improve their situation. But it is really a question whether it was 
feasible for her as a member of the middle class to do what Ella 
Baker later did. I wonder was it feasible, historically? It’s something 
that we should not hold against her, because she might have risked 
losing what she needed to engage in a successful fight, namely being 
grounded in the middle class on whose support and money she 
depended. 

CW: Scholars like sister Hazel Carby and Angela Davis 40 and others 
have made the points—and rightfully so—that you already have a 
focus on the workplace in terms of the kind of violation and rapes of 
Black women in the white household, given the role of the white 
men with Black women working as domestic maids. And the 
women’s club movement was focused on the workplace in a way in 
which Du Bois and Washington were not. In the case of Ida B. Wells, 
you get the focus on the workplace and the lynching, and then, of 
course, you also have the focus on prophetic civic institutions that 
generate a certain kind of prophetic civic consciousness. 

ChB: She also emphasizes women’s suffrage. 

CW: And women’s rights, absolutely. But when you think of Black 
women grounded in and attuned to poor people’s struggles, as, for 
example, in the arts, as the emergence of the great blues singers Ma 
Rainey and Bessie Smith—and the first wave of the blues singers 
were primarily women before the men take over—and most of these 
talented sisters came from poor communities. There is no doubt that 
Ida B. Wells is one of the great crusaders for justice during the 
period of American terrorism in its raw form in the face of Black 
people. One can’t think of any greater figure, and yet when it comes 
to issues of poverty, race, and gender, we think of Fannie Lou 
Hamer; we think of Ella Baker; we think of Victoria Garvin; 41 we 


think of subsequent freedom fighters, who hit those issues— 
legendary Angela Davis, now, Michelle Alexander come to mind. So 
that it is not in any way to put down the great Ida to acknowledge 
her middle-class context. But it is about how we appropriate, 
critically engage a giant like Ida B. Wells so that we can learn, and 
so that we can build on not just her great example but on her 
witness that connects us to the example of so many others at the 
time. But in terms of political affiliation—unlike Du Bois, King, 
Baker, and Malcolm X—she did not side with socialism, let alone 
Marxism. Yet throughout her life she stayed committed to the plight 
of working-class Blacks. 42 

ChB: There is very little about African American culture in her 
autobiography. It is very focused on the political situation. 

CW: And you know that culture plays an important role, because she is 
in the church every Sunday. 

ChB: Right, and that is, of course, an issue. One of the many battles she 

fights is the integration of the YMCA and YWCA. 43 And she makes a 
very interesting point, namely—and I admire her sharp, analytical 
mind—she is discussing the crime rates in Chicago on a panel, and 
the statistics show crime rates among Black people are high. Now, 
the usual explanation is essentialism, naturalization, they are what 
they are. But she contradicts the common rationalization by 
pointing out that all the organizations of uplift that serve the white 
population are closed to Blacks: 

The statistics which we have heard here tonight do not mean, as it appears to mean, 
that the Negro race is the most criminal of the various race groups in Chicago. It does 
mean that ours is the most neglected group. All other races in the city are welcomed 
into the settlements, YMCA’s, YWCA’s, gymnasiums and every other movement for 
uplift if only their skins are white. [. . .] Only one social center welcomes the Negro, 
and that is the saloon. Ought we to wonder at the harvest we have heard enumerated 

tonight? 44 

CW: It’s a social-historical explanation. 


ChB: Exactly, and that is her strength in terms of her intellect, in terms 
of the kind of analysis she undertakes, systemic analysis, which was 
her forte when she revealed what was behind the lynching, because 
that’s a sociological argument as well. And she is avant-garde here, 
too. 

CW: It’s amazing. 

ChB: In A Red Record, for example, she explicitly refers to sociology: 

The student of American sociology will find the year 1894 marked by a pronounced 
awakening of the public conscience to a system of anarchy and outlawry which had 
grown during a series of ten years to be so common, that scenes of unusual brutality 
failed to have any visible effect upon the humane sentiments of the people of our 

land. 45 

So she talks about sociology when this is still a new discipline, and 
not only that, but she understands sociological thinking, and she 
does so when she talks about lynching and then later on when she 
talks about institutions of uplift in the city. She was ahead of her 
time. 

CW: Way ahead of her time, light-years ahead of her time. That is so 
true. Now, when you think, though, the same figure would work 
with Frederick Douglass and write with Frederick Douglass in a 
pamphlet in protest against the World’s Fair in Chicago in 1893, 46 
but also would work with Du Bois, 47 as well as with Garvey, 48 it’s 
very interesting, and especially with the great preacher in Chicago, 
Reverend Junius Caesar Austin Sr. He worked with Garvey, with A. 
Philip Randolph; he was pastor at the Pilgrim Baptist Church; he 
was called the “Dancing Preacher”—no one like him. He had 
Mahalia Jackson in the choir; he had Thomas A. Dorsey, considered 
the father of Black gospel music, playing the piano, with the 
Dancing Preacher preaching every Sunday in Chicago. Now, that’s 
culture; it’s religious culture, but that’s culture, and it would be 
fascinating to know what Wells actually thought about those 
cultural dimensions you were talking about. Now, of course, 
Chicago was also the great center for the blues, probably the 


greatest center for American blues other than the Mississippi Delta, 
for so many Mississippi folk went straight up to Chicago. But she 
doesn’t tell us too much about that more secular form of Black 
culture, 49 but we know it had tremendous impact on her in a variety 
of different ways. But what a life, what scope and what depth, 
bringing together so much of the best of the Black prophetic 
tradition in terms of being willing to bear witness and lay bare the 
truth, speak out with courage, keep somehow a love flowing, even 
given the kinds of betrayals by Black men and white men, and Black 
women and white women. It is an extraordinary life! 

ChB: I would like to raise the question that we addressed with regard to 
all our figures, namely, how she fits the category of an organic 
intellectual. 

CW: I would argue that Ida B. Wells-Barnett is the most courageous 
Black organic intellectual in the history of the country, because 
when you look at what she faces: lynching, American terrorism, 
especially with vigilante activity of citizens condoned by the nation¬ 
state—and when the powers that be are able to use the repressive 
apparatus of the nation-state to come at you, you have to wait to get 
to Martin King to get another courageous intellectual like that, or 
Huey Newton. Imagine the raw power of the American racist 
imperial state coming down on you in that way—allowing its 
citizens to kill at whim, blow up homes, and so forth—and she 
remains as strong as ever, with her Winchester rifle and the Holy 
Ghost. It’s hard to think of a more courageous organic intellectual. 
Garvey as an organic intellectual and leader—he goes to prison, he 
is wrongly incarcerated, and so forth, but I don’t think he ever has 
to deal with the raw violence coming at him like Ida. I don’t think 
Malcolm had this raw repressive apparatus of the nation-state 
coming at him in that way. We know that it was targeting him, but 
not in that way. It’s not until we get to King and Huey Newton that 
organic intellectuals are targeted by raw state power like that faced 
by Ida B. Wells-Barnett. And we must keep in mind, she is a Black 
woman organic intellectual being targeted. 


ChB: I mentioned her immensely broad activities in various 
organizations and the projects she takes care of. For example, she 
founds the first Black kindergarten in Chicago, and she also creates 
a social center with a reading room. This is in the Chicago phase, 
when she is still active in national issues like the anti-lynching 
campaign, woman’s suffrage, and so on, but at the same time 
concentrates very much on local politics and projects focusing on 
helping the people in her hometown. And I am wondering whether 
you see a parallel to the development of the Occupy movement, 
which started as a movement in the streets and now has shifted. 
Occupy still exists, but it exists in other forms, often local activities, 
for example, supporting people to prevent them from being evicted 
from their homes, activities like that. 

CW: She certainly is so multicontextual in her radical activism. She is a 
radical reformist moving from a variety of different organizations all 
connected with a commitment to justice, but it’s rare to see 
someone involved on so many different terrains and spheres and 
fronts and still with a family, with children, with a husband, brother 
Ferdinand, who is a highly distinguished citizen and freedom fighter 
in his own right. I do think that the Occupy movement could learn 
from the kind of decentralization, the kind of differentiated forms of 
activism that she engaged in herself while still trying to keep that 
prophetic fire burning. I think you are absolutely right about that. 
We said that the age of Occupy is the age of Ella Baker; we could 
argue that the age of Occupy is Ella Baker in a deep sense in terms 
of organizing and Ida B. Wells-Barnett in terms of the 
multicontextual. Today, of course, it’s ecological, anti-corporate, 
critiques of globalization, of the oligarchs and plutocrats who rule 
around the world, but it’s still a general principle of multicontextual 
activism that we see enacted in Ida B. Wells-Barnett. 

If Ida is to be judged by the great leaders of her time, when you 
think of Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois, and T. Thomas 
Fortune and Mary Church Terrell, and Mary McLeod Bethune, 50 
these are towering figures in their own right, but she would 
certainly be the most militant, the most outspoken, and, in many 
ways, the most courageous. Well, we don’t want to overlook George 


Washington Woodbey, the Black Socialist preacher who ran with 
Eugene Debs in 1908 as vice president. 51 He was militant; he was 
uncompromising; and he was already connected to critiques of 
capitalism and imperialism and so forth. He was pastor at San Diego 
Mt. Zion Baptist Church for decades, a great towering figure who 
also deserves to be part of this great pantheon. But in the end, I 
think, we have to come back to sister Ida. We must learn from her 
in terms of moral integrity, spiritual fortitude, and political 
determination. 


CONCLUSION 

Last Words on the Black Prophetic Tradition in the 

Age of Obama 


The great irony of our time is that in the age of Obama the grand Black 
prophetic tradition is weak and feeble. Obama’s Black face of the 
American empire has made it more difficult for Black courageous and 
radical voices to bring critique to bear on the US empire. On the 
empirical or lived level of Black experience, Black people have suffered 
more in this age than in the recent past. Empirical indices of infant 
mortality rates, mass incarceration rates, mass unemployment, and 
dramatic declines in household wealth reveal this sad reality. How do 
we account for this irony? It goes far beyond the individual figure of 
President Obama himself, though he is complicit; he is a symptom, not a 
primary cause. Although he is a symbol for some of either a postracial 
condition or incredible Black progress, his presidency conceals the 
escalating levels of social misery in poor and Black America. 

The leading causes of the decline of the Black prophetic tradition are 
threefold. First, there is the shift of Black leadership from the voices of 
social movements like those in this book to those of elected officials in 
the mainstream political system. This shift produces voices that are 
rarely if ever critical of this system. How could we expect the Black 
caretakers and gatekeepers of the system to be critical of it? This shift is 
part of a larger structural transformation in the history of mid-twentieth- 
century capitalism in which neoliberal elites marginalize social 



movements and prophetic voices in the name of consolidating a rising 
oligarchy at the top, leaving a devastated working class in the middle, 
and desperate poor people whose labor is no longer necessary for the 
system at the bottom. 

Second, this neoliberal shift produces a culture of raw ambition and 
instant success that is seductive to most potential leaders and 
intellectuals, thereby incorporating them into the neoliberal regime. This 
culture of superficial spectacle and hyper-visible celebrities highlights 
the legitimacy of an unjust system that prides itself on upward mobility 
of the downtrodden. Yet, the truth is that we live in a country that has 
the least upward mobility of any other modern nation! 1 

Third, the US neoliberal regime contains a vicious repressive apparatus 
that targets those strong and sacrificial leaders, activists, and prophetic 
intellectuals who are easily discredited, delegitimated, or even 
assassinated, including through character assassination. Character 
assassination becomes systemic and chronic, and it is preferable to literal 
assassination because dead martyrs tend to command the attention of 
the sleepwalking masses and thereby elevate the threat to the status quo. 

The central role of mass media, especially a corporate media beholden 
to the US neoliberal regime, is to keep public discourse narrow and 
deodorized. By “narrow” I mean confining the conversation to 
conservative Republican and neoliberal Democrats who shut out 
prophetic voices or radical visions. This fundamental power to define the 
political terrain and categories attempts to render prophetic voices 
invisible. The discourse is deodorized because the issues that prophetic 
voices highlight, such as mass incarceration, wealth inequality, and war 
crimes such as imperial drones murdering innocent people, are ignored. 

The age of Obama was predicated on three pillars: Wall Street crimes 
in the financial catastrophe of 2008; imperial crimes in the form of the 
USA PATRIOT Act and National Defense Authorization Act, which give 
the president sweeping and arbitrary power that resembles a police or 
neofascist state; and social crimes principally manifest in a criminal 
justice system that is in itself criminal (where torturers, wire tappers, 
and Wall Street violators of the law go free yet poor criminals, such as 
drug offenders, go to prison). This kind of clear and direct language is 
rare in political discourse precisely because we are accustomed to be so 
polite in the face of crimes against humanity. The role of the Black 


prophetic tradition has always been to shatter the narrow and 
deodorized discourse in the name of the funky humanity and precious 
individuality of poor people. How rarely this takes place today! The 
profound failings of President Obama can be seen in his Wall Street 
government, his indifference to the new Jim Crow (or prison-industrial 
complex) and his expansion of imperial criminality in terms of the vast 
increase of the number of drones since the Bush years. In other words, 
the Obama presidency has been primarily a Wall Street presidency, 
drone presidency, mass surveillance presidency unwilling to concretely 
target the new Jim Crow, massive unemployment, and other forms of 
poor and Black social misery. His major effort to focus on poor Black 
men was charity and philanthropy—not justice or public policy. 

The state of Black America in the age of Obama has been one of 
desperation, confusion, and capitulation. The desperation is rooted in 
the escalating suffering on every front. The confusion arises from a 
conflation of symbol and substance. The capitulation rests on an 
obsessive need to protect the first Black president against all forms of 
criticism. Black desperation is part of a broader desperation among poor 
and working people during the age of Obama. The bailout of Wall Street 
by the Obama administration, rather than the bailout of homeowners, 
hurt millions of working people. The refusal of the Obama 
administration to place a priority on jobs with a living wage reinforced 
massive unemployment, and the sheer invisibility of poor people’s plight 
in public policy has produced more social despair among weak and 
vulnerable citizens. The unprecedented historical symbolism of the first 
Black president has misled many if not most Black people to downplay 
his substantial neoliberal policies and elevate his (and his family’s) 
brilliant and charismatic presence. Needless to say, the presence of his 
brilliant and charismatic wife, Michelle—a descendent of enslaved and 
Jim-Crowed people, unlike himself—even more deeply legitimates his 
symbolic status, a status that easily substitutes for substantial 
achievement. The cowardly capitulation of Black leadership to Obama’s 
neoliberal policies in the name of the Black prophetic tradition is 
pathetic. The role of the NAACP, National Urban League, and Black 
corporate media pundits, who so quickly became Obama apologists, 
constitutes a fundamental betrayal of the Black prophetic tradition. The 
very idea of Black prophetic voices as an extension of a neoliberal and 



imperial US regime is a violation of what the Black prophetic tradition 
has been and is. This violation enrages me when I think of the blood, 
sweat, and tears of the people who created and sustained this precious 
tradition. The righteous indignation of the Black prophetic tradition 
targets not only the oppressive system that dominates us but also the 
fraudulent figures who pose and posture as prophetic ones while the 
suffering of the people is hidden and concealed. To sell one’s soul for a 
mess of Obama pottage is to trash the priceless Black prophetic tradition. 
Is it not hypocritical to raise one’s voice when the pharaoh is white but 
have no critical word to say when the pharaoh is Black? If the boot is on 
our neck, does it make any difference what color the foot is in the boot? 
Moral integrity, political consistency, and systemic analysis sit at the 
center of the Black prophetic tradition. 

Since the rise of the neoliberal regime, the Black struggle for freedom 
has been cast or reduced to an interest group, one among other such 
groups in American politics. Even the motto of the Black Congressional 
Caucus, the apex of Black elected officials, is “We have no permanent 
friends or permanent enemies—only permanent interests.” How morally 
empty and ethically deficient this motto is—no reference to moral 
principles, ethical standards, or grand visions of justice for all; just 
permanent interests, like the Business Roundtable for Wall Street 
oligarchs, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) for the 
security of Israel, or the National Rifle Association for gun ownership. 
The Black prophetic tradition indeed includes interests but goes far 
beyond such narrow calculations and stresses a moral high ground of 
fairness and justice for all. The Black prophetic tradition surely begins 
on the chocolate side of town, but like the blues and jazz, it has a 
universal message for all human beings concerned about justice and 
freedom. 

It is no accident that the “permanent interests” of the Black 
Congressional Caucus so quickly became Black middle-class interests 
given the neoliberal regime to which they were accommodating. To be a 
highly successful Black professional or politician is too often to be well 
adjusted to injustice and well adapted to indifference toward poor 
people, including Black poor people. The Black prophetic tradition is 
fundamentally committed to the priority of poor and working people, 
thus pitting it against the neoliberal regime, capitalist system, and 



imperial policies of the US government. The Black prophetic tradition 
has never been confined to the interests and situations of Black people. It 
is rooted in principles and visions that embrace these interests and 
confront the situations, but its message is for the country and world. The 
Black prophetic tradition has been the leaven in the American 
democratic loaf. When the Black prophetic tradition is strong, poor and 
working people of all colors benefit. When the Black prophetic tradition 
is weak, poor and working class people are overlooked. On the 
international level, when the Black prophetic tradition is vital and 
vibrant, anti-imperial critiques are intense, and the plight of the 
wretched of the earth is elevated. What does it profit a people for a 
symbolic figure to gain presidential power if we turn our backs from the 
suffering of poor and working people, and thereby lose our souls? The 
Black prophetic tradition has tried to redeem the soul of our fragile 
democratic experiment. Is it redeemable? 

—CW 
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raiser who defied categorization” (Ransby, Ella Baker, 129). 

18. For an extended discussion of the possibilities of Black rebellions 
and revolutions in the United States, see Harold Cruse’s volume of essays 
Rebellion or Revolution? (New York: Morrow, 1968). 
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attitude toward lynching, but she would also repeatedly criticize him 
sharply for certain political moves, for example, when in 1900 he 
launched a new organization, the National Negro Business League, in 
order to counterbalance the Afro-American Council and its Anti- 
Lynching Bureau headed by Wells-Barnett (see Giddings, Ida, 423-26). 
In reaction to Wells-Barnett’s attack in an editorial, Washington’s 
mouthpiece, secretary Emmett J. Scott, wrote: “Miss Wells is fast making 
herself so ridiculous that everybody is getting tired of her” (426). 

29. Wells-Barnett’s great rival, Mary Church Terrell, a highly educated 
teacher, journalist, and lifelong activist, also advanced the Black 
women’s club movement. In fact, according to Angela Davis, “Mary 
Church Terrell was the driving force that molded the Black women’s 
club movement into a powerful political group.” Davis, “Black Women 
and the Club Movement,” in Angela Davis, Women, Race & Class (New 
York: Vintage, 1983), 135. Though Davis praises Wells and Terrell as 
“unquestionably the two outstanding Black women of their era,” she also 
states that regrettably their “personal feud, which spanned several 
decades, was a tragic thread within the history of the Black women’s 
club movement” (136). 

30. Mary White Ovington, born to white progressive Unitarians who 
were active in the struggle against slavery and for women’s rights, was 
one of the cofounders of the NAACP and served this organization in 
various functions for thirty-eight years. It was during the founding phase 
of the NAACP that the two women collided, when Du Bois had taken 
Wells off the list of the so-called Founding Forty, and Wells felt that 
Ovington approved of his decision (see Wells, Crusade, 325). Wells 
settled her account with Ovington by making her responsible for the fact 
that the NAACP “has fallen short of the expectations of its founders,” 
because it “has kept Miss Mary White Ovington as chairman of the 
executive committee. [. . .] She has basked in the sunlight of the 
adoration of the few college-bred Negroes who have surrounded her, but 
has made little effort to know the soul of the black woman; and to that 
extent she has fallen far short of helping a race which has suffered as no 
white woman has ever been called upon to suffer or to understand” 
(327-28). 

31. Wells devotes a whole chapter (“Chapter VIII: Miss Willard’s 
Attitude”) of A Red Record: Tabulated Statistics and Alleged Causes of 


Lynchings in the United States, 1892-1893-1894 (Chicago: privately 
published, 1895), 138-48, to this battle with the national president of 
Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, Frances E. Willard; see also “A 
Regrettable Interview,” Wells, Crusade, 201-12. Willard’s voice was a 
potent one; after all, she headed the era’s largest and most powerful 
organization of white women. The more harmful for the Black 
community was her claim that Black men were excessively indulging in 
both alcohol and sex—and here she “quotes” an anonymous voice from 
the South—and consequently became an omnipresent threat to Southern 
women: “The colored race multiplies like the locusts of Egypt. The grog¬ 
shop is its center of power. ‘The safety of woman, of childhood, of the 
home is menaced at a thousand localities at this moment, so that the 
men dare not go beyond the sight of their own roof-tree’” (Wells, Red 
Record, 142). 

32. According to Wells-Barnett, teaching Sunday school turned her life 
in Chicago into “one of the most delightful periods. I had a class of 
young men ranging from eighteen to thirty years of age. [. . .] Every 
Sunday we discussed the Bible lessons in a plain common-sense way and 
tried to make application of their truths to our daily lives. I taught this 
class for ten years” ( Crusade, 298-99). 

33. Jane Addams’s famous Chicago settlement project of Hull House 
was a great model to Wells-Barnett; in fact, she regarded Addams as “the 
greatest woman in the United States” ( Crusade, 259) and must have been 
proud to be called the “Jane Addams among Negroes” by a Danish 
visitor to the United States (Giddings, Ida, 538). However, Wells- 
Barnett’s admiration for the outstanding social reformer did not prevent 
her from sharply criticizing Addams for failing to question the common 
charge of rape in an article that condemned lynching on legal grounds. 
See Jane Addams, “Respect for Law,” New York Independent, January 3, 
1901, and Wells-Barnett’s response, “Lynching and the Excuse for It,” 
Independent, May 1901. Both articles are reprinted in Bettina Aptheker’s 
unearthing of this dispute, Lynching and Rape: An Exchange of View, by 
Addams and Wells, occasional papers, no. 25 (New York: American 
Institute for Marxist Studies, 1977). See also Maurice Hamington, 
“Public Pragmatism: Jane Addams and Ida B. Wells on Lynching,” 
Journal of Speculative Philosophy 19, no. 2 (2005): 167-74, which 
presents this debate as “a wonderful example of public pragmatist 


philosophy” between the two activists who, despite Wells’s critique, 
would continue to collaborate “on behalf of civil justice despite their 
public disagreement” (173). 

34. See hooks and West, Breaking Bread. 

35. An early experience of a lack of support in the Black community 
was when, in 1889, she wrote an article in the Memphis Free Speech and 
Headlight about the poor conditions in Black schools while she was still 
working as a teacher. As a result of her criticism, the school board did 
not reelect her. “I had taken a chance in the interest of the children of 
our race and had lost out. The worst part of the experience was the lack 
of appreciation shown by the parents. They simply could not understand 
why one would risk a good job, even for their children. [. . .] But I 
thought it was right to strike a blow against a glaring evil and I did not 
regret it. Up to that time I had felt that any fight made in the interest of 
the race would have its support. I learned then that I could not count on 
that” ( Crusade , 37). Wells’s belligerent fight for justice would isolate her 
throughout her life. As her youngest daughter, Alfreda, remembered: 
“I’ve seen my mother shed tears after she’d come home from some 
organization where she worked so hard to try to get change . . . and had 
met with just obstinate antagonism” (Giddings, Ida, 623). See also 
Thomas C. Holt, “The Lonely Warrior: Ida B. Wells-Barnett and the 
Struggle for Black Leadership,” in Black Leaders of the 20th Century, ed. 
John Hope Franklin and August Meier (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1982), 39-61, especially 58. 

36. Crusade, 123. As Wells states, the British journalist and reformer 
William T. Stead “had come late to visit the World’s Fair and remained 
for three months writing his book If Christ Came to Chicago and welding 
the civic and moral forces of the town into a practical working body” 
(122-23). Stead’s book If Christ Came to Chicago! A Plea for the Union of 
All Who Love in the Service of All Who Suffer (1894) became a best seller. 
See Joseph O. Baylen, “A Victorian’s ‘Crusade’ in Chicago, 1893-1894,” 
Journal of American History 51 (December 1964): 418-34. 

37. As early as 1891, Wells was aware of the importance of concrete 
organizational measures for the purpose of unification. Having attended 
the second national Afro-American League convention, in Knoxville, 
Tennessee, she complained that the gathering had not addressed the 
“gravest questions”: “How do we do it? What steps should be taken to 


unite our people into a real working force—a unit, powerful and 
complete?” (quoted in Giddings, Ida, 170). 

38. James Melvin Washington, Frustrated Fellowship: The Baptist Quest 
for Social Power (Macon, GA: Mercer, 1986); paperback edition 2004, 
with a new preface by Quinton H. Dixie, foreword by Cornel West. 

39. In May 1910, owing to Wells-Barnett’s initiative, the Negro 
Fellowship League Reading Room and Social Center opened its doors on 
State Street amid the saloons and gambling houses of Chicago’s Black 
Belt. While Wells-Barnett “was lifted to the seventh heaven and 
cheerfully went about the work of helping to select the library,” there 
was “great objection among some of our members to going there. Some 
of them took the ground that State Street was beneath their 
consideration” ( Crusade , 304). 

40. West alludes to Hazel Carby, Reconstructing Black Womanhood (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1987), and Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race 
& Class (New York: Vintage, 1983), especially chap. 5, “The Meaning of 
Emancipation According to Black Women” (87-98). 

41. Like Wells, Victoria (Vicki) Garvin (1915-2007) was a long¬ 
distance radical, yet, until recently, her lifelong political activism has 
been unduly neglected (and for this reason is highlighted in this note). 
Her work focused on, but was by no means limited to, the struggle for 
Black workers’ rights. In the 1950s, she served as executive secretary in 
the New York chapter of the National Negro Labor Council (NNLC) and 
as vice president of the national NNLC, an organization suspected by 
other unions to be (and in 1951 by the US attorney general officially 
declared) a Communist front. Garvin belonged to a network of leftist 
women who had been radicalized in the 1930s and had held on to their 
radical convictions even when they came under attack during the 
McCarthy era; see the seminal study by Dayo F. Gore, Radicalism at the 
Crossroads: African American Women Activists in the Cold War (New York: 
New York University Press, 2011), which unearths the largely neglected 
history of Black women radicals of the 1950s. See also Gore’s article, 
“From Communist Politics to Black Power: The Visionary Politics and 
Transnational Solidarities of Victoria (Vicki) Ama Garvin,” in the essay 
collection Want to Start a Revolution?, 1 1-94. In the late 1950s, Garvin 
moved to Africa and in 1961 settled in Accra, Ghana, where she was a 
member of the African American community headed by W. E. B. Du Bois 


and Shirley Graham Du Bois, and where she also met Malcolm X again, 
with whom she had collaborated closely in Harlem. Encouraged by Du 
Bois, Garvin accepted an invitation to go to China, where from 1964 to 
1971 she taught English at the Shanghai Foreign Language Institute. See 
the biographical information in the highly instructive article on Black 
radical activists, e.g. Robert Williams, Huey Newton, and Amiri Baraka, 
embracing Mao’s cultural revolution, in Robin D. G. Kelley and Betsy 
Esch, “Black Like Mao: Red China and Black Revolution,” Souls 1, no. 4 
(September 1999): 6-41. Back in the United States in the 1970s, Garvin 
continued her struggle for social justice by working as a community 
organizer, joining rallies on behalf of political prisoners such as Mumia 
Abu-Jamal, and through speaking engagements, for example, in March 
1981, when she appeared with Harry Haywood in a presentation 
attended by Cornel West; see West, Prophesy Deliverance!, 176. As Gore 
aptly puts it in Radical Crossroads : “Her distinct political legacy rests not 
in official titles but in revolutionary experience and solidarity efforts 
that always combined local organizing with a global vision” (73). 

42. As to party politics, the Barnetts remained loyal to the party of 
Lincoln, but Wells-Barnett actively supported unions, for example, in the 
mid-1920s, she assisted the young Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters 
and Maids (BSCPM), under its new Socialist leader A. Philip Randolph, 
in its struggle against strong resistance in Chicago, the seat of the 
Pullman Company (Giddings, Ida, 634-41). 

43. Crusade, 302. Ironically, due to the initiative of the Jewish 
philanthropist Julius Rosenwald, a successful campaign led to the 
erection of a YMCA for African Americans, in 1913. See Giddings: “In 
the past there would have been more debate among the Chicago black 
leadership about the propriety of supporting an all-black institution in 
lieu of demanding that the white-only Y accept African Americans. But 
by 1912, need, appreciation of the effort by prominent whites, and a 
growing sense of, and desire for, the black community’s emergence as an 
entity in and of itself resulted in blacks, with few exceptions, supporting 
the effort” (Ida, 506). 

44. Crusade, 301-2. 

45. Wells, A Red Record, 75. 

46. Wells gives a lively account on her collaboration with Douglass at 
the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair in her autobiography (Crusade, 115-20). 


According to Wells, the pamphlet was turned into “a creditable little 
book called The Reason Why the Colored American Is Not in the World’s 
Columbian Exposition. It was a clear, plain statement of facts concerning 
the oppression put upon the colored people in this land of the free and 
home of the brave. We circulated ten thousand copies of this little book 
during the remaining three months of the fair” (117). 

47. Wells-Barnett’s relations with Du Bois were strained after Du Bois 
took her off the list of the NAACP’s Founding Forty (see above, n. 30). 
As Giddings suggests, Wells-Barnett’s “ideology and militant views were 
something that the civil rights organization could, literally, not afford” 
(Ida, 497). 

48. On Wells-Barnett’s relations with Garvey, see Crusade, 380-82. 
Garvey applauded her by counting her among the “conscientious 
workers [. . .] whose fight for the uplift of the race is one of life and 
death” (Giddings, Ida, 585). Garvey invited her several times to address 
his Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) in the fall of 1918, 
when Wells-Barnett and other radical activists, e.g., William Trotter and 
A. Philip Randolph, were elected to represent the UNIA at the Versailles 
Peace Treaty negotiations (but were denied passports by the 
government). In 1919, Ferdinand Barnett defended Garvey in a libel 
case; see Giddings, Ida, 619. 

49. As an exception to the rule, Wells-Barnett recounts her support of 
Robert T. Motts, who turned his saloon into the Pekin Theater, with its 
company of Black actors and an African American orchestra. It is typical 
of Wells’s broad-mindedness that, trying to convince other socially active 
women to collaborate with Motts, she argues “that now [sic] Mr. Motts 
was engaged in a venture of a constructive nature, I thought it our duty 
to forget the past and help him, that if he was willing to invest his 
money in something uplifting for the race we all ought to help” and that, 
furthermore, she “felt that the race owed Mr. Motts a debt of gratitude 
for giving us a theater in which we could sit anywhere we chose without 
restrictions” (Crusade, 290). In contrast to her autobiography, the few 
entries of her short Chicago diary passed down to us clearly manifest her 
love of music and her regular attendance at concerts, shows, and movies. 
See The 1930 Chicago Diary of Ida B. Wells-Barnett, included in the 
Memphis Diary. 

50. Younger than Wells, Mary Jane McLeod Bethune lived to support 


the election campaign of Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932 and became a 
close friend to First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. Bethune was both a devoted 
educator (best known for having founded a school for Black girls in 
Daytona Beach, Florida, in 1904) and an activist focusing on various 
Black women’s associations (she was president of the Florida chapter of 
the National Association of Colored Women and in 1935 founded the 
National Council of Negro Women, which united twenty-eight different 
organizations). 

51. In Prophesy Deliverance!, West presents Woodbey as a case of an 
“alliance of black theology and Marxist thought,” who “devoted his life 
to promoting structural social change and creating a counter-hegemonic 
culture in liberal capitalist America” (126). 

Conclusion: Last Words on the Black Prophetic Tradition in the Age 
of Obama 

1. Jason DeParle: “Harder for Americans to Rise from Lower Rungs,” 
New York Times, January 4, 2012. 
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